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there in the hope of being shocked. A great 
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number, however, were earnest students of the 
Left Book Club kind, who, abroad, will stare 
entranced at a cot or a blackboard if they have 
been told that they represent proletarian progress. 

The Exhibition was divided into sections corre- 
sponding with the various departments of govern- 
ment — Health, Education, Agriculture and so on. 
The Bellas Artes, where it was held, is the imposing 
series of galleries which form part of the Opera 
House building. English-speaking guides were in 
attendance in the foyer. There were certain singu- 
lar exhibits such as a great board on which were 
stuck the photographs of all the girls employed at 
the Ministry of Labour, but for the most part they 
conformed, in intention, to the European model ; 
there were statistics in the form of graphic diagrams, 
architects’ plans for public works, trade exhibits 
showing the products of various industries, stalls 
for the distribution of propaganda leaflets and so on. 
At first sight it all seemed quite normal. Indeed it 
required some exertion to maintain an attitude of 
polite interest. On the first landing my guide and 
I passed a collection of carpentry tools. I am 
interested in carpentry tools so I paused to admire 
them. They seemed to be of excellent quality. 

“ These were made in Mexico ? ” 

“ Certainly. Under the present government 
Mexican industry is making great progress.” 

I looked closer and was surprised to find the trade- 
mark of a well-known American firm. I pointed 
it out. 

“ Many American firms used to work in Mexico 
in the old days,” the guide explained. “ Now the 
government has taken them over.” 

“ But these are all marked ‘ Made in U.S.A.’.” 
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“ Yes,” he said. “ I do not know why that is so. 
There are many more interesting things further on.” 

It is poor sport to bait official guides. Poor 
drudges, they are more bored than anyone by their 
work ; but I was genuinely puzzled and pressed for 
further information. 

“ I will ask one of the officials,” he said, and 
returned after a time with the man in charge of the 
department ; together they examined the trade- 
marks and spoke rapidly in Spanish that I was 
unable to follow. At length the guide turned to 
me, reassured. “ It is as I told you,” he said. 
“ They were all made in Mexico.” 

And there the matter rested. It had given me, 
however, a new line of interest. I no longer 
embarrassed us both by asking questions. I simply 
looked for trade-marks ; there were traffic lights 
made in U.S.A., hospital equipment from Germany, 
scientific instruments from Italy. Something like 
80% of the exhibits were made abroad. 

Now I do not suppose that in this matter the 
committee of the Exhibition had a fraudulent inten- 
tion. I think that each department was asked to 
show what it had been doing ; they merely wanted 
to show that their cities had traffic lights, that their 
hospitals had operating theatres and their carpen- 
ters’ shops planes and hammers. But there are two 
wider conclusions to be drawn from the incident ; 
first that the government is completely dependent 
on foreign imports for every branch of its life and 
secondly that local patriotism is so simple and 
ignorant that even quite responsible officials will 
not admit this primary economic fact. 

In the department of Agriculture, however, the 
conduct of the exhibitors does not allow so charit- 
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able an explanation. There is a distinction to be 
drawn between legitimate propaganda and absolute 
falsehood which is generally observed in matters of 
commercial advertising and may well be applied to 
governments. To take an example from the Six 
Year Plan Exhibition : there was, as might have 
been expected, a hall devoted to the oil expropria- 
tions. The most lively minds in the republic are 
exercised with this question and this part of the 
show was more expensively and more cleverly 
arranged than any other. There was a model of a 
refinery complete with a toy train which ran cease- 
lessly round a circular track ; this attracted, as 
working models always do, constant attention, and 
all round it were placards painted with quotations 
from speeches, figures and diagrams giving, in 
admirably concise and intelligible form, the govern- 
ment’s case. There was, for instance, a not wholly 
fanciful picture of three types of dwelling in existence 
in the oil fields ; the first a moderately roomy, two- 
storied house, the second a decent bungalow, and 
the third a dilapidated hovel. There were beside 
them diagrams showing what proportion of each 
kind of house was occupied by foreign and by native 
employees, drawing the apparently inescapable 
conclusion that the oil companies housed their 
foreign staff in comparative luxury and left the 
Mexicans in slums. The diagrams were astutely 
deceptive and yet, as far as they went, fairly 
accurate. No one disputed that the most respon- 
sible jobs in the old fields were held by foreigners ; 
the reason for this is not flattering to Mexican 
pride ; it was simply that they had learned by 
experience that they could not always trust the kind 
of Mexican who took up a commercial career. If a 
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man goes abroad to work he expects to be com- 
pensated for his exile by a higher standard of life 
than he would enjoy in the same post at home ; that 
is a commonplace of commercial societies in all parts 
of the world. The foreign companies in Mexico do 
not import expensive employees from any disin- 
terested desire to provide comfortable billets for 
their fellow countrymen. They do so because they 
have learned by experience that it is profitable. 
They can trust them to earn their salaries and to 
avoid deleterious local entanglements. In any 
country in the world — individualist, fascist or com- 
munist — the more responsible officials live in the 
more comfortable houses. That too is a common- 
place. Therefore it was quite unexceptionable that 
the proportion of foreigners living in good houses 
should be higher than the proportion of Mexicans. 
But very many more Mexicans were employed than 
foreigners so that if the figures had been stated in 
the other way, i.e. the proportion of good houses 
occupied by Mexicans compared with the propor- 
tion occupied by foreigners, the result would be to 
show that Mexicans were greatly in the majority. 
Thus given a perfectly normal situation, the same 
figures can be used by either side in the controversy 
to support its argument, and both are employing 
legitimate methods of propaganda. In this parti- 
cular matter of housing there are other considera- 
tions. There was the fact that the companies had 
been trying for years to build new quarters for their 
men and had been stopped by the C.T.M. There 
was also the fact that many Mexican workers pre- 
ferred the housing allowance which the companies 
paid to a good house. It is usually an obnoxious, 
and certainly an outmoded, contention that the 
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poor prefer living in slums. It is true, however, of 
many Mexican peons. At Orizaba I visited a colony 
of hovels, constructed, like inverted birdsnests, of bits 
of palm leaf and sacking and flattened petrol tins, 
into which well paid jute operators had moved in 
preference to the solid and sanitary quarters pro- 
vided by the mill. It was not the business, however, 
of the organizers of the Exhibition to weaken their 
case by calling attention to these points ; that was 
the business of their opponents. They had made a 
very lively show in the oil section and may be 
honoured for their work. 

The agricultural section, however, was quite 
another matter. Here, faced with damning and 
notorious facts, the ministry had resorted to pure 
invention. The facts were that agriculture was in 
a disastrous decline ; the exhibition merely stated 
the reverse, categorically. 

In his various public speeches and in his notes 
to the State Department at Washington, General 
Cardenas has treated his land policy as a sacred 
mission to the fulfilment of which all other interests 
must be subordinate. It is an ambition with which, 
in general, there seemed grounds for sympathy. 
It is reasonable to regard the establishment of an 
independent peasantry as a primary source of 
national strength. The ills of modern society rise, 
not from the presence of private property, but from 
its absence ; too few people have tangible posses- 
sions ; a system in which a very few individuals, or, 
worse still, corporations, absorb all the sources of 
wealth, exhibits most of the disadvantages of 
socialism. In general the wish to see as many 
people as possible supporting their own families 
on their own holdings of land, is wholly laudable. 
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Those who enquire no further into General Car- 
denas’s statesmanship than his avowed aims, have 
seldom any reason for withholding their applause. 
How far he is personally sincere in his professions 
no one has yet the right to give an opinion. Doc- 
trinaire philanthropy is responsible for many ills. 
The outside observer must judge the results, not 
the motives. The simple fact, which is deducible 
from the published official figures and universally 
acknowledged in Mexico — except in the agricul- 
tural department of Plan Sexenal Exhibition — is 
that in the last two years agricultural production 
of every kind has fallen in volume by about 20% 
or 25%. The rural districts are no longer feeding 
the towns and at a time when other political and 
economic experiments are straining the national 
finances unendurably, Mexico is obliged to pur- 
chase its food in foreign exchanges. This would 
seem a surprising result of a land settlement 
scheme and its cause lies deep in Mexican condi- 
tions and history. 

In the first place, there is plenty of land in 
Mexico. It is an enormous country varying in 
fertility from rich tropical and sub-tropical soil 
to bare rock. Experts are no longer as confident 
as they were twenty-five years ago in their appor- 
tionments of cultivable and uncultivable areas. 
Fascist enterprises in Italy and North Africa in 
draining marshes, watering deserts, binding loose 
sand and so on, have shown what land settlement 
means in efficient hands. Communists are culti- 
vating the Arctic. It may well be that no part 
of the earth’s surface is unredeemably infer- 
tile ; but in the case of Mexico there was never 
any need for heroic experiments. The country is 
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sparsely populated ; its area is about 500,000,000 
acres of which, it is estimated, about 58,000,000 
acres can be cultivated by normal methods. Con- 
ditions of climate and soil vary so greatly from one 
part of the country to another that this area can 
produce crops of every kind — rice, sugar, cotton, 
coffee, maize, wheat, fruit, vegetables, etc. The 
population is less than 17,000,000. There is, 
therefore, no natural reason why there should be 
any shortage of foodstuffs. The explanation must 
be sought in social and political causes. 

When the Spaniards came to Mexico they found 
a system of land tenure in the Aztec districts closely 
analogous to the manorial system of European 
feudalism ; great estates belonged to the crown, 
the priesthood and the military nobility ; the 
cultivators lived in village communities holding 
their land in common and paying regular dues in 
work and kind to their overlords ; there was also 
domestic slavery of the sort that had died out in 
most parts of Europe. 

Under the mediaeval Spanish system all property 
rights emanated from the Crown and reverted to 
it in default of direct heirs. This system was 
introduced into New Spain with little disturbance 
to the existing order. Enormous territories were 
granted to the heroes of the conquest, with some- 
times more than 100,000 dependent natives over 
whom the recipient exercised almost sovereign 
powers. The Indians were not only serfs ; they 
were a conquered people, and in the earliest years 
of the colony there was a danger that they might 
be enslaved. Against this Pope and King legislated 
decisively. After mature examination of the speci- 
mens submitted the theologians came to the con- 
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elusion that they were human beings. Human 
beings can be treated atrociously and many in 
their time have envied the lot of well-kept animals. 
The human nature of the Indians did not in itself 
ensure them any particular advantage as far as 
physical conditions were concerned, but certain 
rights were declared to be inalienable ; though they 
were exempt from the Inquisition (a fact constantly 
forgotten by the painters of Mexico’s modern his- 
torical frescoes), they were members of the Church 
which, as in Mediaeval Europe, gave them the hope 
of advancement in the priesthood and in education, 
and ensured their right to marry and bring up their 
families ; they were never mated like animals as 
were the negro slaves of the English ; they shared 
in the holidays of the Church which provided fre- 
quent and extremely lively intervals in their lives 
of toil— this privilege was bitterly grudged by many 
of their overlords and helped to foster an anti-clerical 
sentiment among the colonists. They were also 
confirmed in the possession of their village lands. By 
royal ordinance all communities existing at the time 
of the conquest were granted land for their support in 
the immediate neighbourhood, which they worked 
when they were not fulfilling their duties for their 
overlords. As long as they remained in their native 
villages they had a protected position, if a sub- 
servient one. New introductions such as the plough, 
the horse, the wheel and the reduction of silver ore 
by mercury greatly increased the production of the 
country. The monasteries, greatly enlarged during 
the centuries by pious bequests, became in many 
cases horticultural and agricultural experimental 
farms as well as centres of learning. The introduc- 
tion of negro slaves was forbidden, and although it 
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existed in an underhand manner, never made a 
serious difference to the economy of the country. 
There was usually a shortage of labour, aggravated 
by the brutal conditions in many of the mines, and 
the colonists were constantly in search of devices for 
evading the laws ; against these the Spanish govern- 
ment waged a continual and, when difficulties of 
communication are considered, surprisingly suc- 
cessful war. The practice of tricking the Indians 
into slavery by debt was put down and did not 
re-emerge as a serious problem until after the 
Independence. The King’s courts dealt out impar- 
tial justice. Henry Hawks, the first Englishman to 
visit New Spain, wrote in 1572, “ In Mexico the 
Indians are favoured by the judges. If any Spaniard 
does them an injury , despoiling them of anything (as is the 
common practice) and this happens in a pueblo in which 
there is a judge, the aggressor is punished just as if it had 
been done to another Spaniard .” As the encomienda 
system of feudal holdings was found to be conducive 
of abuse, it became the royal policy to replace it by 
direct rule ; when from time to time heirs failed and 
estates escheated, they were not granted to new 
families, but divided into pueblos ruled by royal 
officials, the corregidores, and the struggle between 
colonists and crown took the new form, easy in a 
land of ill-defined boundaries, of attempted usurpa- 
tions of pueblo lands by neighbouring hacendados 
(large landowners). It was not, however, until the 
independent nineteenth century that this became a 
real threat to the Indians’ position. There is ample 
evidence to show that in places remote from the 
royal justice abominable cruelties were practised 
from time to time according to the character of the 
hacendado ; it has been to the interest of modern 
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historians to emphasize these ; similar atrocities 
were taking place in other parts of the world ; in 
general it seems that until the Independence the 
case of the Indian villager was little heavier than 
that of the peasant in many parts of Europe and 
considerably lighter than that of the negroes on the 
British, Dutch and American plantations. It was 
however a condition which allowed of no deteriora- 
tion without real distress and this deterioration 
came with Independence ; the royal justice was 
abolished ; the wide lands of the monasteries fell 
into secular hands ; political intrigue and civil war 
brought a grosser type to the top and a process 
closely analogous to the landlordism of Tudor Eng- 
land squeezed the villagers of their essential rights ; 
in particular debt-slavery became almost universal 
and the ‘ enclosures ’ of common lands proceeded 
unrestrained. From the middle of the nineteenth 
century until today the living conditions of the 
Mexican Indian have been as degraded as can be 
found in any except notoriously savage countries. 
At the time when Mexico was prosperous this 
argued a morbid condition. It is natural that it 
should inspire compassion, and sympathy for any 
effort to relieve it. Compassion, however, is not 
enough. In times of national ruin it is always the 
lowest class who suffer the most. The duty of a 
ruler should be to see that the community, as a unit, 
prospers and then to encourage the equitable distri- 
bution of wealth within the community. To ruin 
the whole nation in order to reduce the dispropor- 
tionate prosperity of a part of it, is insane. That 
has been General Cardenas’s policy. 

Until a year or two ago the country was still 
organized, as it had been for centuries on the 
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hacienda system. The haciendas were great feudal 
holdings including agricultural, urban and mineral 
properties. The hacendados were mostly of aristo- 
cratic Spanish origin, though in the course of the 
centuries the blood of most families had become 
mixed with native Indian. The rancheros — owners 
of less than two thousand acres — formed a pecu- 
liarly Mexican class, half yeoman half squireen, 
descended either from Spanish colonists of humbler 
origin or the illegitimate sons of the great land- 
owners. They were predominantly Indian in 
blood ; in costume, manner and morals they were 
typical of the picturesque Mexican of the cinemato- 
graph. They did not send their sons to Stonyhurst 
or hold the bank at baccarat on the Riviera. 

Those who denounce the old system most vigor- 
ously, often weaken their case by emphasizing the 
fewness of the fortunate minority. A handful of 
families, they point out, owned whole provinces ; 
some had never explored the full area of their posses- 
sions ; they lived lives of luxury in Paris and 
Biarritz while their estates were managed by ruthless 
agents. All this is substantially true in many cases 
and aroused moral indignation, but it does not 
provide a solution of the problem of poverty, for, 
after all, even the most ostentatious individual 
extravagances are a very small item in the budget 
of a prosperous nation. Under the Mexican system 
it needed an estate the size of an English county to 
keep one family in moderate luxury. No doubt it 
was very bad for the hacendados themselves to lead 
an idle and deracine existence in Europe but the 
actual sums misappropriated from the national 
economy were negligible. Moreover it was only a 
minority of the minority who led an exclusively 
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cosmopolitan life. The average hacendado spent 
some months every year on his estates. He did not 
regard them with the sentiment of an English land- 
lord ; his principal house was in Mexico City ; his 
country house was his business premises and his 
holiday camp combined. He entertained there and 
played the grand seigneur among his dependants. 
Foreign visitors and diplomats have left accounts of 
these picturesque barbecues when the landlord 
feasted the village. Many hacendados took a patri- 
archal interest in their men and competed with one 
another in humane improvements. It was against 
these enlightened landlords, even more than the 
absentees, that the socialists worked, for they repre- 
sented an alternative, saner solution to the problem. 
The agricultural new deal was based on the theory 
that the land originally belonged to the peasants, 
had been taken from them unjustly and should be 
restored. It has constantly been found in history 
that retrospective acts of justice, even after the 
lapse of a very few years, involve injustices greater 
than those they seek to remedy. General Cardenas 
is attempting to redress grievances of four centuries 
standing for which the historical grounds are 
extremely shadowy. The Spaniards found the 
Indian villagers in the condition of serfs. In the 
centuries they have themselves become Mexicans. 
There is no question of driving out a foreign invader 
but of dispossessing a class in the nation. The 
agrarian movement has been a part of the class 
war and as such has been a victory. Most of the 
landowners have been successfully stripped of their 
inherited and purchased property without compen- 
sation ; and the process is being hurriedly com- 
pleted. 
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The process is as follows : A village makes a peti- 
tion to the government that they have not enough 
land for their needs and they are immediately given 
a grant from the neighbouring estate, which they 
then work in most cases as small holdings, in a few 
districts in communal farms. The impetus has 
come not so much from the peasants themselves as 
from the government ; official inspectors have been 
sent all over the country organizing the petitions ; 
the Indians are simply told that there is a present 
of land waiting for them if they ask for it ; naturally 
they sign in enormous numbers ; when, however, 
as is more often the case than might be expected, 
they are reluctant to do so, either from affection for 
the hacendado or a traditional distrust of official 
philanthropy, the petition is made up by bogus 
names and by the importation of families from an- 
other district ; the original families are then trans- 
ported to a place where they have no ties with their 
landlord and where, unless they are given land, 
they will starve. 

A typical case is that of a friend of mine ; a 
middle-aged Mexican of pure Spanish descent, 
now reduced to extreme penury by the operation 
of the law. It is true that he was brought up in 
Europe, but not, in accordance with the popular 
legend, because his parents were leading a life 
of idleness in Monte Carlo ; they were serving 
their country as diplomats in various European 
capitals. He inherited a small estate from an 
uncle. This estate had not been acquired by 
graft or grant, but purchased from its previous 
owner. No Indians were dispossessed ; it was 
uninhabited at the time of the purchase. The 
uncle invested his capital in making a model 
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plantation where formerly there had been rough 
pasture. He built a house for himself, a church, a 
village and a school, and induced landless peons 
to settle round him. He installed expensive 
machinery for treating the produce. Here he lived 
for the greater part of his life, experimenting with 
various types of plant and methods of culture until 
he had created a tolerably prosperous concern. 
When he visited his brother in Europe he came 
home laden with small presents for his Indians ; 
his return was celebrated with dances and feasts ; 
he personally supervised the education of the 
children and a simple medical service ; he was 
universally loved and respected. When my friend 
succeeded he carried on the same tradition. One 
morning a year or two ago he was visited by a 
government ‘ engineer ’ from Mexico City who 
told him that a petition had been made and that 
his estate was to be divided. He was shown a list 
of names many of which were strange to him ; he 
challenged the ‘ engineer ’ to produce the peti- 
tioners ; these were not forthcoming for the list 
was, substantially, a forgery. He appealed to the 
local governor who promised that he should be 
undisturbed until a genuine petition was made ; 
nevertheless the confiscation went on uninter- 
rupted. He was left with his house, his mill, a 
few acres of land, and permission to gather and 
market the crop then ripening on the property. 
It was the practice of the planters at the begin- 
ning of the season to sell their crop in advance to 
the buyers ; this he had already done. Suddenly, 
and quite illegally, the ‘ engineer ’ announced that 
the partition would take place immediately, before 
the harvest ; there was a further period of appeal 
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with consequent lawyers’ fees ; finally the con- 
fiscation took place as the engineer had said. In 
order to repay the money advanced by the buyer, 
the owner was obliged to sell off, precipitately and 
at a bad price, the house, machinery and the few 
acres remaining to him. He was left absolutely 
destitute. 

We went together to visit his former home. 
The house was empty and the garden in decay ; 
a local politician had built a roadhouse on part of 
it. The land immediately round the house, which 
had been sold as a single unit to reimburse the 
buyer, was still tolerably well cultivated though the 
experimental plantation was no longer in use ; the 
remainder of the estate which had been divided into 
small holdings was already, in places, reverting to 
waste. Shade trees and cropping bushes, unpruned, 
were growing together half buried in weeds. In 
places they had been uprooted to make room for 
maize ; the Indians contented themselves by 
gathering the little fruit that still grew on the 
rank bushes ; where these had been smothered, 
the maize clearings would take their place. We 
found the old gardener who, on the assumption 
that he was too close to the patron, had not shared 
in the spoils. We asked him about the conditions 
of the people. He said they had no wages now and 
that many of them had left their holdings and 
drifted into the town. The others did not bother 
to grow more than a bare subsistence for them- 
selves ; if they did the government claimed it in 
repayment for the tools and seeds they had been 
lent ; when they were in need of ready cash they 
set off to the hills and made charcoal. 

We drove back in a sombre mood, my friend 

183 



ROBBERY UNDER LAW 



oppressed not only with his own loss but by the 
spectacle of wanton neglect ; he had lost every- 
thing and no one was the better off for it. 

Heaven knows, one cannot talk of sympathy 
being wasted, but sometimes when I find my news- 
papers day after day full of appeals, handsomely 
supported and eloquently canvassed, for the victims 
of totalitarian rule in Central Europe ; when I 
read letters from English socialists, half of whose 
time is devoted to denying the rights of private 
property for their fellow countrymen, savagely 
denouncing Nazi confiscations of Jewish shops and 
factories ; I think of my friends in Mexico who also 
have been ruined and outlawed, and have received 
nothing from the democratic peoples except smug 
suggestions that they and their ancestors have 
brought things on themselves. 

The incident quoted is typical both of the injus- 
tice and the futility of the agrarian scheme. 

In the case of my friend only a modest ranch was 
involved ; hence the extreme speed with which it 
was swallowed. The great haciendas took longer 
and the process was perhaps the more painful to 
their owners. First one area, then another would 
be taken. The owner was often assured that if he 
relinquished part of his property without dispute 
he would be left with the remainder ; the policy 
of the government officials was to wait until the 
hacendado had concentrated his energy upon develop- 
ing a particular area and then confiscate it. It 
was three or four years before he was left quite 
landless. Even now there are huge territories 
remaining to be divided. The most reliable figures 
seem to be as follows : up to August 1938, 

54,210,790 acres had been distributed, of which 
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about 23,300,000 acres were cultivated land ; 
that is about 40% of the total cultivable land of the 
country. Recent confiscations should account for 
a further 10%. Agricultural production has fallen 
by about a quarter ; it is therefore to be expected 
that when the process of confiscation is complete — 
and there is every indication that it is being hurried 
forward — production will be at about half its 
former extent. The estates still remaining in their 
former hands consist of those owned by generals, 
local governors and members of parliament and 
by certain influential German companies in the 
extreme South. Since my return there have been 
brief notices in the English papers of the confisca- 
tion, against the clearly expressed wishes of the 
local Indians, of a large and conspicuously bene- 
volent Italian property in the North. No pretence 
has been made at discrimination against bad 
landlords ; on the contrary those who set the best 
example have been the first to suffer. Nor has 
any distinction been made between the various 
rights of possession. Some properties were un- 
doubtedly illegally augmented in the time of 
Porfirio Diaz ; some traced undisputed possession 
to the time of Cortes ; some were recently acquired 
by purchase. All have been treated alike. The 
government campaign is against property as such 
and against landowners as a class politically opposed 
to themselves. 

Of the former landowning class, those still left 
in possession, or part possession, know that their 
turn is coming and can only wait gloomily until 
the ‘ engineers ’ have the time to attend to them. 

I visited a ranch in another State where the owner’s 
son was carrying on a dairy farm on about a third 
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of his former property. He showed me one large 
piece of land that had been taken from him by the 
Ministry of Education ; a small school had been 
erected in a corner of it, the rest was lying idle ; 
near the house was another field which, many 
years before, his father had given at their request 
to the municipality for the extension of the hos- 
pital ; some half finished masonry like an orna- 
mental ruin stood deep in undergrowth. His own 
house was quarter furnished and his cow houses in 
bad repair. He was an energetic young man full 
of plans for their improvement. “ What is the 
good,” he said. “ If I make it attractive the 
government will take it away. My only chance of 
holding on for a little longer is to escape notice. 
If it looks worth stealing I shall lose it.” 

All round Orizaba we visited partitioned 
estates. The valley of Orizaba is one of the 
most beautiful and naturally fertile districts in 
Mexico. It is particularly well placed for com- 
munication. A hrough it run the main road and the 
railway between Mexico City and Vera Cruz. 
Ten years ago there were miles of rich sugar and 
coffee estates. W e drove through a devastated 
area. The sugar mills and ranch houses were in 
ruins ; acre upon acre of sugar land was lying 
waste ; here and there a few puny animals were 
grazing 5 here and there were patches of maize , 
along the roads came women and donkeys laden 
with charcoal— most fatally destructive of all 
industries ; soon the hillsides, which might have 
been terraced into acres of fertile land, would be 
stripped of their cover and washed bare of soil. 
Indians who wanted money tramped into town to 
work in the cotton and jute mills, which the trade 
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union officials were vigorously endeavouring to 
reduce to bankruptcy. The great industry of 
Orizaba was the brewery under Government 
management ; the beer is as good as any in the 
world ; work there is being held up because the 
rice fields, now mostly working under government 
auspices, had fallen in production and could not 
deliver what they had contracted for. 

People I talked to in Mexico City had sought to 
impress me with the decay of agriculture resulting 
from the partitions. In order to verify this, I had 
first asked my hosts whether they could show me 
any of these lands that were going out of cultiva- 
tion. After a morning’s drive round the country- 
side I had to alter my request ; could they show me 
any of the new holdings which were being properly 
worked ? With some difficulty we found a number. 
The farming was not of a high order ; the condi- 
tions of living seemed little, if at all, different from 
elsewhere in the country ; the huts were very like 
the official caricatures of housing on the oil fields, 
but there was evidence that the family in their 
way were taking pride in their property, or at least 
were content in its possession, and, on inquiry, we 
found that by selling their surplus produce to the 
government clearing houses, they were making 
rather more than their former wages, even when 
they had repaid the government loans for seed 
and tools. It was a small proportion but one very 
well worth legislating for. 

It was natural that conversation outside Mexico 
City should turn continually to the agricultural 
plan, even to the exclusion of the ever present 
question of oil. A certain number of Mexicans 
maintained an uncompromising attitude ; the 
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Indians were incapable of looking after themselves ; 
they would not work unless they were made to ; 
they had been happy on the haciendas ; the hacendado 
had been a father to them ; they told anecdotes 
illustrating the loyalty and love that they had 
inspired among their former dependants. Govern- 
ment supporters — notably American ladies living 
on invested capital — quoted Gruening on ‘ land 
hunger ’, accepted the desirability of land dis- 
tribution as their premise, and judged the govern- 
ment purely on its record in expediting the 
work. They admitted that numerous politicians 
had so far escaped confiscation, deplored the fact 
as a relic of Calles’s day, and looked forward to 
its speedy redress. Others, indifferent to social 
conditions, found a melancholy relish in the agri- 
cultural figures and plight of the Agricultural 
Banks, as full evidence of General Cardenas’s 
incapacity. But the vast majority, Mexican and 
foreign alike, agreed that there was the need for 
an agricultural policy and that General Cardenas 
had chosen a particularly unhappy one ; chosen, 
not devised, for the policy was not in fact General 
Cardenas’s invention. In theory it was the work of 
his predecessors. General Cardenas’s guilt merely 
consists in taking their professions literally, in 
trying to put them into practice and in persisting 
in the attempt after its folly had been proved. 

There were two aims for a Mexican statesman ; 
first the economic one of maintaining and increasing 
production. In this General Cardenas’s policy 
has been manifestly disastrous. The reasons for its 
failure are first that after centuries of peonage only 
exceptional members of a depressed class will have 
the initiative, foresight, thrift and resolution to 
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become successful independent farmers ; the 
instinct of the average peon, presented with 
his land, lias been to squat in a corner of it 
and produce w'ith the least trouble enough to keep 
himself and his family alive. Secondly, certain 
crops such as henequen require capital and 
skill ; the peon has little interest in anything 
that is not immediately edible. Thirdly, after 
decades of misgovernment and revolution the 
administration is in the hands of a group who 
are both incapable and malicious ; their aim has 
been more to destroy the rich than benefit the 
poor ; they have preferred to extinguish sources 
of wealth rather than leave them in the hands of 
political opponents ; even the peon has an inherited 
mistrust of the government, cannot believe that its 
benefactions are disinterested, and has learned to 
fear that if he produces any surplus someone will 
come and steal it. Fourthly, the drastic shiftings of 
population necessitated by the vindictive nature of 
the policy have resulted in many agrarians being 
isolated in small, defenceless colonies in parts of 
the country where they find the inhabitants foreign 
and hostile. There have been so many cases of 
attacks on the new settlers that the government 
has in many districts been obliged to arm them 
and hundreds have drifted to the towns rather 
than live in such inhospitable surroundings. Thus 
at a time when General Cardenas’s other experi- 
ments make it most difficult to purchase supplies 
abroad he is faced with a grave food shortage. 
His new Nazi associates can send him cameras and 
binoculars and aeroplanes, but not grain nor the 
money with which to buy it. 

There was, moreover, the social problem of im- 
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proving the condition of the peons. The lot of 
many of them was both to work hard and to live in 
destitution, thus getting the worst of both worlds ; 
they paid the penalties without enjoying the privi- 
lege of idleness. But it is a poor solution simply to 
encourage them to be idle ; it seems certain that 
some kind of discipline is necessary to keep them at 
work ; the function of government should be to see 
they are compensated for it ; the form of discipline 
they understood was that of the hacienda , those 
who have the qualities to become yeomen should 
by all means be enabled to do so ; those whose 
mentality is still formed in the traditional loyalties 
of parish and hacienda, should be ensured a suitable 
reward for their labour. Above all some sense of 
security of tenure which at the moment no one in 
Mexico, peon or hacendado, feels, is essential to 
successful agriculture ; no man works to develop 
land which may be taken from him capriciously by 
a change of government. When the Cardenas group 
came into power there was plenty of land to spare in 
Mexico and there was an existing social structure 
which was well understood by all. It would not 
have been impossible to devise a policy which 
included the aims suggested above. The hacienda 
organization could have been left substantially 
intact with the individual patron as the nucleus of 
social service and discipline ; land that was lying 
idle could have been appropriated and developed, 
as Italy and North Africa have been, by state 
directed enterprises of drainage and irrigation ; on 
these an alternative system of small holdings could 
have been developed, with whom the hacendados 
would be obliged to compete in amenities in order 
to maintain their labour supply. The government 
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could have reassumed the position of the Spanish 
Monarchy as a fount of justice to prevent exploita- 
tion and the infringement of such laws as were found 
necessary to protect the Indians’ well-being. Special 
taxation might have been imposed on absentee 
landlords. It is an open question whether the 
Indian peon can, in his present position, be treated 
as a responsible citizen capable of having equal 
obligations with the mestizo and the white, or 
whether he needs special protection. A policy 
such as has been suggested above would allow for 
the emergence of the more self-reliant strains of the 
population, while ensuring the national food supply, 
and, properly administered, would have been wel- 
come to most of the hacendados. 1 1 was not however 
a policy which could happily be combined with 
subservience to the C.T.M. and its crusade of class 
war or with the vendettas of the Lodges. 

Meanwhile General Cardenas still represents his 
land policy as the first aim to which other national 
interests must be subordinate and advertises the 
extent to which he has carried it. 



2 

Another department of the Six Year Plan Exhibi- 
tion which was of particular significance, was the 
Educational section. As has been said above, the 
mid-nineteenth century confiscations of the educa- 
tional and charitable endowments of three hundred 
years created a gap in Mexican development that 
has never been filled ; from being, in its continent, 
outstandingly cultured, the country became notori- 
ously barbarous. Many hacendados maintained small 
private schools for their dependants ; here and 
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there in the time of Diaz the religious orders, though 
still officially proscribed, returned to their work 
with the connivance of the governors and began 
patiently restoring the tradition that had been dis- 
turbed. Generally speaking, however, the peons 
remained illiterate and those Mexicans who could 
afford it, sent their sons to school abroad. A 
vigorous educational policy was needed and General 
Cardenas’s zeal is undoubted ; a great part of the 
work he hopes to do is laudable. The truth, how- 
ever, is that he has been able to do very little, and 
that little has been largely nullified by weaknesses 
inherent in the principles on which he is working. 

The exhibits included some examples of school 
furniture, painted with animals from Walt Disney 
films, examples of children’s work and of their text- 
books and plans and models of school buildings. 
With regard to the latter it must be remembered 
that no very clear distinction was made between 
what had been done and what was proposed. A 
cursory inspection was calculated to give the impres- 
sion that the whole country abounded in new, con- 
crete and glass, functional school houses, a small 
fraction of which had in fact been erected. More- 
over the organizers had been none too scrupulous 
in their attribution of the work of others to the 
Government Plan. For example there is on the 
road to Guadalupe a prominent and very imposing 
girls’ school which cannot fail to attract the notice 
of passers-by. This great building is the creation of 
private charity. A wealthy and pious couple having 
lost their only child, decided to devote their fortune 
to a free boarding school for poor Mexican girls. 
They themselves planned every detail of it and left 
in their will that its management should be entrusted 
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to a committee whom they could rely upon to carry 
out their intention. It was intended to be more 
than a single benefaction, but a model which might 
be followed by others. It is a magnificent place 
unlike anything that had been seen before in 
Mexico — gardens, swimming bath, playing fields, 
laundry, kitchens, dormitories, library, class-rooms, 
workshops are all equipped on the scale and quality 
of the most expensive European and American 
establishments. The girls, coming to it, are furnished 
with clothes, books, even toothbrushes, entirely free. 
One feature is absent, a chapel, for religious instruc- 
tion or practice of any kind is forbidden in any kind 
of school ; the girls may not even say grace after 
their meals. The name, even, had to be changed 
by government order, for the founders had wished 
to dedicate it to a saint and that was illegal. For 
some years this institution has occupied a peculiar 
and precarious position. It is by law the property 
of the state and subject to state inspection ; the 
staff are, however, still those appointed by the bene- 
factors. At any moment they may be discharged 
and replaced by officials from the Ministry of 
Education. The government is watching them for 
a suitable excuse ; girls have been visited at home 
and questioned about their religious beliefs in the 
hope that they may be trapped into an admission 
that their teachers are sympathetic to religion. 
When, therefore, some weeks before the Exhibition, 
the school was unexpectedly visited by a formidable 
deputation from the office of education, the staff 
feared the worst. To their relief the invasion 
proved to have no more sinister intention than to 
photograph the place in order to display it as an 
example of General Cardenas’s initiative. 
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The Government, with so many expensive pro- 
jects on its hands, can scarcely be blamed for not 
having built more. What it has done, with abun- 
dant energy, is to send out from Mexico City an 
army of enthusiastic teachers, many of whom have 
suffered acutely, losing noses, ears and occasionally 
their lives at the hands of the ungrateful parents. 
For the education ordained by the Government is 
strictly ideological ; and its aim primarily to shake 
surviving religious and moral prejudices and glorify 
the personnel of the dominant regime. 

Alarming stories are told by opponents of General 
Cardenas about the impropriety of the instruction 
in his schools. Boys and girls are said to be stripped 
and exhibited naked to mixed physiology classes. I 
confess I find it hard to credit. There were numer- 
ous examples of the government’s hygienic propo- 
ganda on view at the Exhibition and it seemed per- 
fectly inoffensive — lively little drawings commend- 
ing the use of soap and toothbrush, grim warnings 
that are certainly needed in Mexico of the dangers 
of venereal disease, advice about nutritive diets and 
the extermination of bed bugs — the latter could 
with advantage be studied by the managers of at 
least two of the leading tourist hotels. The fact 
remains, however, that the new school-teachers do 
seem to have aroused storms of spontaneous moral 
indignation in a people not unaccustomed to libidin- 
ous officials. I cannot help thinking that it is in 
their supercilious attitude of brand-new city-made 
enlightenment and their avowed wish to make the 
children critical of their homes that the chief 
grounds of their unpopularity must be sought. 

It is undoubtedly true, however, that the Ministry 
of Education, which is largely the creation of a 
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fanatical fellow called Portes Gil, does represent 
the most extreme opinions in the country. This is 
true nearly everywhere ; a great proportion of 
militant communists are or have been teachers ; 
partly because those who hold their opinions very 
enthusiastically, rightly regard school-teaching as 
the best chance of propagating them and partly 
because there is something about the work itself 
which sensibly inclines the mind to bigotry. The 
analogy between school and state is facile ; the 
need for reducing all problems to their simplest 
terms tends to the acceptance of ready-made 
solutions ; the necessity for selecting facts and 
arranging them memorably ; the ambition to 
provoke enthusiasm of any kind in dull little 
minds ; the unremitting association with the 
immature ; the peculiar social position of the 
school-master in a remote district — the lonely 
intellectual closeted of an evening with his books, 
so like, it is pleasant to believe, the exiled Marx 
in the British Museum Reading-Room ; the longing 
to believe that he is making some mark in the 
world, preparing a new generation for a new order, 
not just earning a meagre wage by forcing into 
unwilling heads facts that will soon be forgotten ; 
the ever present anxiety about keeping order pre- 
disposing the mind to a system of absolute decrees, 
secret police and summary executions — all these 
considerations, no doubt, contribute to make 
school-masters and mistresses a subversive race. 

At the Six Year Plan Exhibition no attempt was 
made to disguise the Marxist character of the state 
education. Even the products of the infant schools 
showed the hammer and the sickle, and the clenched 
fist represented in a variety of simple handicrafts. 
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I made a small collection of the publications of the 
Ministry of Education. They are mostly very well 
produced. There is a series of alphabets Carteles 
de alfabetizacion — octavo sheets, printed in red and 
blue, comprising on one side the characters of the 
alphabet and on the other certain elementary 
instruction. One number opens with an exhorta- 
tion to revere the teacher (and not to cut off his 
ears). 'The rural master , 5 it says, 'has been the 
victim of the tendencious propaganda of Reaction, 
which attacks the Socialist School. The heroic 
rural master, nevertheless, has remained at his 
post, advancing and realizing his magnificent, 
highly patriotic and humane labour. He is the 
veritable apostle of the Socialist School . . . 
Countryman, spread in the rural population grati- 
tude for his altruistic and self-denying work which 
aims only at the well-being of the community . 5 On 
the next page is a large drawing of a clenched fist 
with the legend : ' We protest. The Proletarian 
protests against physical and moral misery, insuffi- 
cient salaries, the worst food, etc. Opposite it is a 
drawing of a personable young man bearing the 
banner of the C.T.M. Below it : The C.T.M. is 

a national, syndical front in the class war in the 
service of the Mexican Proletariat and a brief, 
enthusiastic summary of its work against ' the 
semi-feudal structure of the country , the inter- 
vention of imperialist powers , reaction and 
'fascism 5 . Another page is decorated with a 
hammer and sickle and a snake and an exposition 
of ' the Origin of the Class War . 5 

Another edition of the alphabet has the picture 
of a boy under a shower-bath with an appeal 
against the ' horror which is felt against water and 
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washing ’ and a list of the benefits of the daily 
bath which among other things ‘ stimulates the 
spirit There is also a diagram, in the best fascist 
spirit, against the evils of slouching, and a page 
devoted to the dangers of dust. Opposite these 
salutary lessons are two political pages ; one shows 
a workman carrying the banner of the strike 
( Huelga ) . ‘ Comrades, the right to strike is positively 
a constitutional right ’ ; the other a voter putting 
his paper into the ballot box of the P.R.M. ( Partido 
de la Revolution Mexicana). It is idle to speculate 
what would be the outcry in a democratic country 
if the government in power attempted to introduce 
party politics into the school curriculum in this 
way. 

There is a children’s magazine — Periodico Infantile 
named Palomilla — issued by the Ministry of 
Education ; it consists largely of contributions by 
children and articles about hobbies. The centre 
— like the Tiger Tim supplement in the magazines 
of English childhood — consists of a double coloured 
page of picture-story. In the second issue of this 
magazine the story is as follows : the first eight 
pictures contrast the lot of the rich and poor ; the 
poor woman works washing clothes w-hile the rich 
lady, attended by three caddies, foozles her drive 
at golf ; the man dressed as a chef prepares a 
luxurious dinner while the millionaires dressed in 
fur coats, white gloves and top hats (an object, 
never seen in Mexico, whose presence in the cartoon 
suggests foreign origin) and smoking large cigars 
are concerned only with ‘ jokes and holidays ’ ; 
the daughter of the poor family makes clothes for 
the rich girl to wear in her motor-car ; the poor 
child mends the dolls which the rich one breaks. 
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The last two pictures offer the remedy for this 
invidious social division. The poor family makes 
itself into a syndicate ; we see their simple room 
decorated with red flags and hammer and sickle ; 
the father of the family thumps the table command- 
ing the attention of his womenfolk ; finally comes 
the great Mexican panacea — se declara en huelga ; 
the black and red flag of the strike is hung across 
the gates of the rich man’s villa and the poor family 
sits idle outside. It is an interesting variation on 
the exemplary tales of the Victorian nursery in 
which by self-denial and industry the poor man 
raised himself until he, too, was able to treat of 
‘jokes and holidays ’ and send his wife out to the 
links. 

It would be tedious to multiply examples to 
prove a case which no one seriously disputes. 
Mexican education, like that of all the totalitarian 
states, is planned with the primary intention of 
‘ conditioning ’ the children in the interests of the 
political regime ; transpose national expansion for 
class war and you have a system very similar to 
that of modern Germany. The school-teacher in 
the small towns is the agent of government propa- 
ganda. It is his duty to educate people of all ages, 
to read them the news from the capital with appro- 
priate comments, to promulgate presidential 
decrees, to stimulate hostility to foreigners and 
gentlemen, to nose out and report evidence of 
religion or political disaffection, to embody, in his 
own person, the virtues of the Six Year Plan ; to 
his friends he is, in the words quoted above, 
‘ the heroic rural master advancing and realizing 
his magnificent, highly patriotic and humane 
labour ... a veritable apostle ’ ; to his enemies 
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he is a professional prig and spy. The reports of 
travellers from the interior seem to agree that in 
most places where he has been allowed to remain 
he is carrying out the work for which he was 
appointed with greater thoroughness than is shown 
by most Mexican officials. He has profited by the 
popularity of the government in places and at 
times when it has been popular. He suffers from 
the general displeasure when things go wrong. As 
things go progressively more wrong it is probable 
that he will suffer more and that he will be the 
victim of the next rising — a martyr to noble prin- 
ciples, — a martyr to General Cardenas’s conceit, — 
just a mischievous ass getting his deserts — according 
as you like to look at him, — but doomed, I am 
afraid, to an unhappy end. This is not the place 
to debate the first principles of politics, and it 
is by these he must be judged. The practical 
question does, however, arise ; what apparent 
effect is the educational drive having on the present 
generation of Mexican children ? 

The answer, of course, varies in different parts 
of that vast country. In the rural districts, as has 
been mentioned above, the reception has been so 
hostile that the Government has sometimes had to 
abandon or modify its policy. There is moreover 
an underground organization of teachers who 
refuse to concern themselves with politics and are 
actively, at great personal risk, continuing religious 
instruction in spite of the Government ban. As is 
to be expected, the communist schools are most 
influential in the large towns where the G.T.M. 
organizers can keep a watch on them and the 
C.T.M. parents are sympathetic. Here, the 
evidence is overwhelming, political theory has so 
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far dominated the ordinary school curriculum that 
the standard of general culture and information 
has deteriorated from its previous low standard, 
while discipline has almost ceased to exist. 

The teachers have not made their own lot easier 
by the principles they support. The right to strike 
is taught as a civic duty and the children practise 
it enthusiastically. The formation of school syndi- 
cates is far from being a game ; every large school 
has its student organization analogous to the 
C.T.M. Meetings are called with great frequency 
during school hours and the children spend their 
time lobbying for votes and making speeches to 
one another. The school becomes a factory in 
microcosm, reproducing all the disorder of Mexican 
industrial conditions. A children’s committee 
demands an equal share in the management of the 
school and to their chagrin the teachers find that 
in the immature mind, they, more often than not, 
occupy the position of employers and the children 
that of the proletariat ; the syndicates which they 
encouraged have become a machinery for enforcing 
changes of curriculum and personnel. Strikes 
are called to protest against imagined cases of 
favouritism, against severity in examinations, 
against personalities that are generally unsym- 
pathetic, and — a still more mischievous source of 
wasted time — against the doings of foreign govern- 
ments. While I was in Mexico, Vasconcelos, a 
journalist and former Mexican minister of educa- 
tion, who had been teaching in the United States, 
lost his job. Vasconcelos is far from being the 
model Marxist which General Cardenas’s ministry 
of education is trying to popularize ; he was a 
patriotic rather than a proletarian leader ; in his 
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exile he had said some very hard things about 
General Cardenas. Nevertheless the children of 
Mexico had a strike and a demonstration against 
the ‘ Yankee imperialist fascism ’ of President 
Roosevelt in sending him home. 

The children do not stop at words. The head- 
master of the Preparatory School — the chief secon- 
dary school of the country — was lately physically 
ejected by his pupils ; the girls are said to have 
taken a ferocious part in maltreating the poor 
fellow. 

It is not surprising that in this atmosphere 
serious studies languish. The worst results are 
evident at the University. The Royal and Ponti- 
fical University, which held rank with that of 
Salamanca, and was for centuries the main centre 
of learning in the New World, had an unhappy 
history during the nineteenth century. It was 
closed in 1833 by the radical Gomez Farias, 
reopened in 1834 by Santa Anna, closed again by 
Comonfort in 1857, opened again by Zuloaga in 
1858, closed by Juarez in 1861, opened and shut 
again by Maximilian. As on a Sunday in the United 
States the train bar opens and shuts in accord- 
ance with the moral feelings of the State through 
whose territory one is passing, so the University’s 
existence varied with the prejudices of the govern- 
ing gang. The existing University is its successor, 
holding at the moment a somewhat anomalous 
position of semi-independence ; there are 15,000 
students few of whom have any ambitions to 
scholarship ; they are qualifying for certificates 
and diplomas which will enable them to get 
government posts ; they contribute little or nothing 
towards their education. The institution subsists 
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on some small endowments that have survived its 
former proud possessions and on capricious grants 
from the Government. The salaries of the pro- 
fessors and tutors are miserable and, even so, are 
irregularly paid. The combined salaries of the two 
important chairs, for example, amount to 130 pesos 
a month — at the present rate of exchange a little 
over £ 6 . As works of scholarship have to be 
bought with foreign currency, there is some con- 
siderable difficulty for the professors in keeping 
abreast of recent research. The total grant for the 
purchase of books for all subjects, technical and 
humane, is 400 pesos a year, and there is a 
recurring annual struggle to secure its payment. 
Foreign languages have ceased to be an essential 
part of the curriculum. As almost all the authori- 
ties for the courses are in French, English, Latin, 
German or Italian, lectures are given without 
bibliographies ; the library does not stock the 
books and the students could not read them if 
it did. Lectures, in fact, consist purely of dictated 
notes for the answers to examination questions. 

Disorder is grossly rampant. The authority of 
the University is vested in a Council on which a 
students’ committee has a 50% voting power. 
Meetings are held in public, to the accompaniment 
of munching, singing, whistling, the throwing of 
ink pellets and fireworks, with the governing body 
so hemmed that they can barely raise their hands 
to vote. Last year the entire faculty except two, 
was expelled by the students, and in the last seven 
years only one Rector has retired normally with 
comparative honour. 

It is gloomy atmosphere for those teachers — and 
there are a few of them left — who have tasted the 
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sweets of a life of real scholarship, but they at 
least have the compensations of their own finely 
made minds ; what is the prospect for the wretched 
youths brought up to know nothing better ? What 
equipment have they to inherit the world that 
General Cardenas is preparing for them ? 

There is much to be said in a very stable, pros- 
perous, self-satisfied society for the presence of a 
Bohemian student body. It is a thing we have 
always lacked in England. One of the good effects 
of discipline should be to provoke a healthy resist- 
ance in the more enterprising and self-reliant 
spirits. It is impossible to regard the Mexican 
student disorders in these humane terms. The next 
generation is growing up without any intellectual 
or moral standards and they will come to manhood 
in a country faced with every possible internal and 
external problem in its most acute form. 

3 

There are other features of General Cardenas’s 
Six Year Plan whose beginnings could be traced in 
the Exhibition. The President, in his electional 
campaign, toured the country, enquired into the 
particular local needs and promised attention — a 
road was needed here, a canal there ; it should be 
done. It was in fact begun. Then came the oil 
confiscations and the cessation of public works all 
over the country. 

The last traveller to publish an account — and a 
brilliant one — of conditions in the remote provinces 
of Mexico is Mr. Graham Greene. His Lawless 
Roads is an appalling account of the mismanagement 
and miseries which are kept hidden from less cour- 
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ageous travellers ; it is all the more damning for 
its author’s obvious antagonism to capitalist society. 
This is his description of the public works at Las 
Casas — the former capital of the State of Chiapas. 
“ Herr F. led me over the rocks to show me examples of 
Mexican engineering. First the reservoir half finished 
standing there to crack into ruin in the winter because 
there was no more money : all money was diverted to Tam- 
pico and the oil-fields . . . Seven years ago there had been 
a disastrous flood. Herr F. had been in charge of relief 
operations ; he showed me the overgrown, neglected canal 
he had dug at the cost of only fifty pounds. Then Cardenas 
visited Las Casas ; he was not yet president, he was on 
his electoral tour, and he had promised, if he were elected, 
men and money. He kept his promise : money poured 
into Las Casas : federal engineers began the work all 
over again : the walls were made of loose rocks stuck into 
cracking cement : in the next rains the walls themselves 
would help to block the channel. Then as a contrast he 
showed me what the Spaniards had built eighty years ago. 
The fine masonry of General Utrillo stood intact : only the 
alteration in the level of the land made his works out of 
dateT 

There’s the rub ; the hopeless, universal deterior- 
ation of things in Mexico ; that is what changes 
General Cardenas’s futile little exhibition from farce 
to tragedy. The purser on board the Siboney had 
cautioned us to be tolerant of Mexican conditions. 
“ They are doing their best . . .” 

If Mexico were a small, new country, just emerg- 
ing from barbarism, house-proud of its little 
achievements, pardonably anxious to conceal the 
evidence where zeal had outrun capacity, then, 
indeed, it would be ungenerous to wound the 
national pride and abuse hospitality by uncovering 
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its failures. But it is nothing of the kind. It is a 
huge country with a long and proud history, taking 
precedence in its national unity of half the states of 
Europe ; it has been rich and cultured and orderly 
and has given birth to sons illustrious in every walk 
of life ; now, every year, it is becoming hungrier, 
wickeder, and more hopeless ; the great buildings 
of the past are falling in ruins ; the jungle is closing 
in and the graves of the pioneers are lost in the 
undergrowth ; the people are shrinking back to 
the river-banks and railheads ; they are being 
starved in the mountains and shot in back-yards, 
dying without God. And General Cardenas and 
his gang stand on their balcony smirking at the 
applause of communist delegations ; the tourists 
tramp round the Exhibition of his work marvelling 
at hammers and sickles in cross-stitch and clenched 
fists in plaster of Paris and the plans of monstrous 
public offices that no one is ever going to build. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE STRAIGHT FIGHT 



i 

I T is a common complaint against Catholics 
that they intrude their religion into every 
discussion, postulating a ‘ Church Question ’ 
in matters which seem to have no theological 
connexion. This is, in a way, true ; the Catholic’s 
life is bounded and directed by his creed at every 
turn and reminders of this fact may well prove 
tedious to his protestant or agnostic neighbours. 
In the case of Mexico, however, no apology is 
needed for speaking of the subject. It is not land 
or oil or race or political organization but religion 
which is the single, essential question of the nation, 
and foreign writers may be judged, as to how far 
they grasp the character of the place, pretty well 
by the importance they attach to it. Those who 
regard the religion of the people as a picturesque, 
quaint local custom or as a mildly deleterious 
survival of an earlier age, to be gently discouraged 
and superseded by a more rational ethical outlook, 
can have little of interest to say about any Mexican 
topic. The issue is simple enough. There are, it 
is true non-Catholic missions of various sects in 
Mexico handsomely provided with funds from the 
United States. It is their good fortune to be able 
to distribute alms where the native clergy have to 
ask for them ; they collect fair sized congregations 
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and do considerable work in relieving distress and 
encouraging hygienic habits ; their influence in 
the life of the people, however, is so slight and the 
possibility of their ever founding a national, 
evangelical church which could exist independently 
of American financial aid, is so inconceivably 
remote, that the authorities do not take the trouble 
to suppress them. They provide useful testimony 
for Government propagandists of the kind that was 
lately heard from Barcelona, that the government 
is not opposed to Christianity as such — only to 
political priests. There are also pagans ; Indians 
descended from communities where the Spanish 
missionaries never penetrated, or those who have 
for generations been cut off from the life of the 
Church and have lapsed into animism and odd 
superstitions. But for the purpose of any fruitful 
discussion the politicians know that the religion of 
the country is Catholic ; and it is in direct conflict 
with merciless, fanatical atheism — an atheism that 
at the moment adopts Marxist language, just as 
in earlier generations it used Liberal language, 
but which antedates either ; the atheism of the 
impenitent thief at the crucifixion. 

This is no place to argue the truth of Christianity. 
The Catholic believes that in logic and in historical 
evidence he has grounds for accepting the Church 
as a society of divine institution, holding a unique 
commission for her work, privileged on occasions 
by special revelation, glorified continually by 
members of supernatural sanctity ; he finds in her 
doctrine a philosophy which explains his own 
peculiar position in the order of the universe, a 
way of life which makes the earth habitable during 
his existence there and, after that, according to 
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his merits, the hope of Heaven or the fear of Hell. 
He may or may not be deluded in this belief. 
But this is what the vast majority of Mexicans 
mean by religion. They either hate it frenetically, 
or cherish it above life itself. 

It is a faith which, within its structure, allows of 
measureless diversity and this is a fact which those 
outside it find difficult to realize ; the spacious 
wisdom of St. Thomas More, the anxiety about 
liturgical colours of the convert spinster, the final 
panic of the gangster calling for the sacraments 
in the condemned cell, the indignation of the Irish 
priest contemplating the spread of mixed bathing 
in his parish, the ingenious proofs of the Parisian 
aesthete that Rimbaud was at heart a religious 
poet . . . they are all part of the same thing. 
The Catholic knows this and others do not, hence 
the continual, unavailing attempt of the enemies 
of the Church to represent the religion to which 
they are opposed as something quite distinct and 
peculiar to their own part of the world ; unavailing 
as far as Catholics are concerned, but effective 
enough among the general, indifferent, mildly 
well-intentioned, ill-informed people of America 
and England among whom public opinion is 
formed. These know their Catholic neighbours to 
be on the whole reasonable and law-abiding, with 
certain odd practices on Sundays and an unac- 
countable aversion to meat on Fridays, crema- 
toriums, contraceptives and so forth ; at elections 
some Catholics vote conservative and some of 
them vote labour ; there is nothing at all sinister 
about them. They know this from their own 
experience, but when they are told that this same 
society in other countries is corrupt and oppressive 
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it does not seem improbable. Foreigners are 
different. Thus they are quite ready to accept 
official explanations for acts of brutality and 
injustice which in their own country would inflame 
them with angry sympathy. 

For three generations now, off and on, the enemies 
of the Church in Mexico have had it their own way 
at home and abroad. The first question which an 
intelligent foreigner asks is why, if the Church is 
what her adherents claim, she should have enemies at 
all. The answers are as diverse as human nature ; 
just as there are infinite varieties of goodness, 
there are varieties of wickedness. The Church 
makes claims and imposes restrictions which many 
men find onerous ; she reminds rich men that 
their possessions are temporary and rulers that 
there are higher laws than their own. In Mexico, 
however, in general, anti-clericalism has been 
based on the single vice of cupidity. The Church 
was rich and physically defenceless ; robbery had 
to be justified ; human nature is moved more 
strongly by guilt than the will to vengeance ; 
we hate most savagely not those who have wronged 
us, but those whom we have ourselves wronged. 

When it is said, usually with reproach, that the 
Church in any particular place is rich, there are a 
number of different things which may be meant 
and should be distinguished. In Mexico, a hundred 
years ago, the Church had great possessions 
accumulated through the centuries by good hus- 
bandry, pious bequests and state grants. The 
figures of her revenue, particularly the diocesan 
figures, seem formidable and often the reader of 
popular history is left with the impression that 
these sums were the personal allowance of the 

209 



R.U.L. 



ROBBERY UNDER LAW 



Bishop ; they were in fact the income out of which 
not only the whole ecclesiastical organization but 
what would now be called the ‘ social services ’ of 
the district were maintained. Under the Spanish 
system, as in mediaeval Europe, education, poor 
relief, hospitals, orphanages, lunatic asylums were 
all managed by the Church ; it is always possible, 
of course, for a bad official to embezzle public 
funds ; no doubt in the long era of colonial rule 
there were from time to time Bishops who did this, 
but when accounts are found by contemporary 
visitors of the magnificence of some episcopal 
establishments it should be remembered that it 
was no uncommon thing for a man of private 
fortune to enter the Church and live in the same 
style as his lay kinsmen. Urban Englishmen who 
denounce the system of tithes by which the Mexican 
Church was in part supported, seem to forget that 
the same system is still in force in our own country, 
where the national church represents a very much 
smaller proportion of the population than it did in 
Mexico. When I write my cheque for the tithe on 
my own few fields for the support of a body of 
which I am not a member I do so reluctantly, 
but with no personal animosity against our local 
rector. 

In the time of Juarez and Maximilian it may 
have seemed arguable that the Church might 
profit by being disembarrassed of some of her 
duties ; that government specialists could better 
administer the great funds that were then in clerical 
hands. That, in the light of subsequent history, 
can no longer be maintained. The clergy may have 
been slipshod and dilatory in some of their methods, 
but those who robbed her, squandered the booty 
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on private ends and left nothing in her place. 
Nor, I think, would anyone seriously maintain 
that the motive of the robbers was a desire to do 
better ; they simply saw great possessions in the 
hands of those who could not protect themselves, 
and they took them ; their sole defence has been 
to blackguard their victim. 

Another thing is also meant by the ‘ riches of the 
Church ’ ; the splendour of the actual churches. 
Even in their devastated condition they arouse the 
tourist’s wonder and the official guides are quick 
to point a moral — ‘ all this silver and gold round 
the altars,’ they say, ‘ while the people wore rags 
and slept in hovels,’ and to those brought up across 
the border in the austere tradition of the white- 
washed meeting-house the contrast is indeed 
striking. All along the tourist route one heard the 
same comment, sometimes prompted, more often 
than not spontaneous. ‘ Think what it must have 
cost ! Think what good they could have done to 
the poor with all that money ’ ; it is a cry that 
echoes back to Judas and Mary of Magdala — 
‘ To what purpose is this waste ? ’ — and when I 
heard it I thought of another incident in my 
journey in a church that had nothing about it to 
attract the tourist. 

We stopped at the place by chance on the main 
road between Puebla and the famous 1 tiled church 
of San Francisco Gholula. It was a drab little 
village of Indian houses clustering round a shabby, 
unremarkable church. The presbytery was empty 
and desolate, for there had not been a parish priest 
for ten years ; the people were not even sure of a 
weekly Mass ; a priest rode out when he could 

1 Though not to Dr. T. Philip Terry. 
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from Puebla ; there were dozens of surrounding 
villages in his charge ; wherever he went there 
were so many demands on him for christenings 
and blessings, confessions, marriages, advice, arbi- 
tration in disputes — that he could not keep to 
any time-table. He appeared when he could, a 
dusty fellow in lay clothes like an impoverished 
ranchero to look at ; when he came he rang the 
bells and the people stopped what they were doing 
and flocked in to Mass. When we arrived the men 
at first pretended that they had lost the key of the 
church ; they thought we were ‘ from the govern- 
ment ’ and had come to destroy something or take 
it off to Mexico City. That was all they knew about 
the government ; that they were well dressed 
people who arrived unexpectedly in motor-cars to 
steal something ; (and this was in the most civilized 
part of the country a few miles out of Puebla). We 
assured them of our good intentions and at last 
they gave way ; even then half the male popula- 
tion of the place followed us in to keep an eye on 
us. The dark little building was full of the rough, 
highly coloured carving in wood and stone in 
which the country abounds. It would create a stir 
in a Bond Street gallery, for it has remarkable 
qualities of design — but after a few weeks in Mexico 
one gets used to it. Our genuflections to the altar 
reassured them a little and they began showing us 
their possessions, explaining, as had been explained 
to them, the identities of the various saints and 
telling us the stories of the biblical events portrayed. 
Then they showed us with great pride what they 
themselves were doing, for since the priest went 
away the building had been in their sole care. 
They had got hold of a tin of gold paint and were 
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‘ doing the place over’. It was the nastiest kind 
of gold paint that dries with a dull, powdery 
surface and rapidly turns green, but they were all 
poor men and it must have cost them considerable 
saving. They were dabbing it about everywhere, 
even on the bells, and were about to start on a 
pair of fine estofado figures. All of them lacked the 
things which we consider necessaries and they had 
clubbed together to buy imitation gold paint ; 
aesthetically the result was deplorable ; they had 
ruined the patina and rendered their statues quite 
unsuitable for the drawing-rooms of Cuernavaca. 

. . . To what purpose was this waste ? The answer, 
quite simply, was carved on the lintel A.D.M.G., 
to the greater glory of God. The splendid age of 
trained and directed craftsmanship, of gold leaf, 
ivory and majolica, was over ; it was left for the 
peasants to preserve the memory of it. For the 
impulse to adorn is a part of love, and those who 
see in the glories of Mexican decoration only the 
self advertisement of a clerical caste and the 
oppression of a people, do not know love. 

In the three hundred years of Spanish rule the 
churches, particularly those which were centres of 
pilgrimage, became vast treasuries ; every inch 
of their surface was carved, gilded, jewelled ; the 
furniture and statuary was often of solid silver ; 
an irresistible temptation to the politicians of the 
new Republic ; all this wealth in the hands of a 
few old canons, mumbling the Office in their great, 
intricate stalls ; all this wealth lying idle, paying 
no dividends, when the national treasury had been 
emptied by one gang and their successors had their 
fortunes to make, quickly, before they too were 
driven into exile. So the great steal began and 
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with it, inevitably, the campaign of justification, of 
slander ; and with the guilt and the hate, the 
wanton destruction ; the libraries thrown out into 
the gutters, the canvasses slit up, the statues piled 
up and burned in the plaza, the whole bloody, 
degenerate business which culminated a year or 
two ago in the firing squads and the massacres ; 
the red-shirts lounging over their guns in the early 
morning sun, waiting in the square for the women 
to come out of Mass, to fire a volley or two and 
make off in their lorries . . . 



2 

* The problem,’ says Mr. Gruening, the leading 
apologist for the revolution, ‘ has lain and lies in 
the character of the clergy.’ He has collected many 
pages of matter to support his case, some of it the 
opinions of secondary authorities but much of it 
contemporary evidence of a formidable kind. The 
collection cannot have cost him very great trouble, 
for there are plenty of people in Mexico eager to 
supply details. I was taken by an English business 
man to visit the Dominican church at Tepoztlan. 
' Believe it or not,’ he said, ‘ the Jesuits were a 
fairly decent lot. They were kept in order.’ 

‘ I believe it,’ I said. 

‘ But the Dominicans ! ’ he said. * Do you know 
what their favourite little game was ? — solicitation 
in the confessional. I’ve read about it myself in 
their own records .’ 

Mr. Graham Greene 1 met a disappointed 
American tourist who had just returned from 

1 Lawless Roads, quoted in the previous chapter. 
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Puebla. ‘ I went to an agency in San Antonio, Texas,’ 
he told Mr. Greene. ‘ They said : “ Are you a free- 
mason ? ” I said : “ Yes.” They said : “ We got 
just the thing for you. The hidden convent at Puebla. 
You’ll be met by a freemason. He’ll give you the real 
goods — show you things. The bones of all the nuns’ 
babies.” He paused and said with suppressed fury : 
“ There weren’t any bones of nuns’ babies. It’s all 
propaganda.” ’ 

The guide who hires one a candle-end to visit 
the underground cells at the monastery of Desierto 
de los Leones shows one where some water drips 
from the ceiling, ‘ This was the water torture. The 
monks used to tie the Indians under it until they 
went mad.’ 

The main staircase of the Presidential Palace in 
Mexico City has been painted with a huge fresco 
of a friar embracing a prostitute. 

It is all round one, in Mexico, the lubricious 
snigger about the priesthood, and, of course, there 
is a nucleus of truth in some of the stories. The 
nuns at Puebla did not have babies ; the monks 
at Desierto did not torture the Indians, but my 
acquaintance at Tepoztlan had certainly unearthed 
some scandals in the pages of the Dominican trials 
and there seems good reason to think in the rural 
districts, remote from effective discipline, a parish 
priest could sometimes be found living a domestic 
life as patriarch of a family. Hidalgo declared 
that chastity was contrary to nature ; Morelos, 
the other priest of the first revolution, had children ; 
it was one of the twenty-three charges made against 
him in 1815 that he had had the eldest of his three 
sons brought up a Protestant. A catalogue of 
known delinquents could undoubtedly be compiled 
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which would be profoundly shocking ; a dirty 
story about a priest is, anywhere, doubly offensive ; 
but considered objectively, what do all these tales 
amount to ? In four hundred years, in an enormous 
country, where strict surveillance was usually 
impossible ; where the climate in many parts 
predisposes to indulgence ; where the priesthood 
occupied a position of unique privilege and 
authority so that many were attracted to it from 
laziness and the love of power ; where the posi- 
tion of priest’s mistress was considerably more easy 
than that of the peasant’s wife ; where, himself 
none too well educated, the priest was shut off 
from educated converse and intellectual interests, 
it was humanly speaking inevitable that there 
should be scandals. It is either priggish or mali- 
cious to make more of them than this. 

But suppose, for the purpose of argument, that 
in this case the Church’s enemies were justified 
in their denunciations, that the evidence were 
overwhelming and damning, that it were not 
possible, as it is, to match every disgrace with a 
dozen proud achievements, every unworthy priest 
with a multitude of devoted brothers ; suppose 
that the Mexican clergy had so deteriorated from 
their high origins that the bad predominated — 
What was the remedy ? In her two thousand years 
the Church has experienced the changes that are 
evidence of her life ; here seeming to lie fallow, 
there bursting into sudden flower ; a Christian 
civilization dies in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
another rises in the forests of the North ; she has 
her fount of continual renewal. The discipline of 
Rome is ahvays there to punish her faults ; the 
religious orders to fertilize her virtues. Again and 
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again in history the process of renewal has been 
accomplished. Had the critics of the Church 
wished merely to correct abuses and restore her to 
health, the means were at hand. Nothing, how- 
ever, could have been further from their ambitions. 
Their earliest move, before they dared strike at 
the parochial clergy was to cut the people off from 
the life of the Church by suppressing the religious 
orders with their international organization, and 
to forbid papal delegates and foreign clergy of any 
kind from taking part in a restoration of order. 
They sought to reduce the clergy to the condition 
in which they depicted them. 

It is the character of the Church that, left 
undisturbed in her work, she becomes the trustee 
for great benefactions and also the possessor of 
splendid works of art. To say that the Church in 
any place is rich, means primarily that she has 
been loved and trusted. To her enemies, however, 
her wealth represents money wrung from a cowed 
and superstitious people and they are often able to 
quote examples from personal observation which 
seem to support this view. It is unedifying but not 
uncommon in peasant communities to find the 
parish priest wrangling with his parishioners for 
the price of his services. Many travellers, par- 
ticularly in Mexico, Catholics as well as non- 
Catholics, have been shocked to see, for example, 
a woman of the poorest class, baby in arms, plead- 
ing with an obdurate priest for a remission in the 
price of its baptism ; they have turned from this 
spectacle to the relics of ecclesiastical grandeur 
about them and argued plausibly that it was by 
such hard bargaining as this that the great churches 
were adorned. In fact, however, the argument 
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depends on a reversal of historical sequence. 
Where the church is richly endowed, it is the poorest 
that profit, not only in the various charitable 
institutes which it supports, but by the services of 
the priests who, adequately supported, can afford 
to be generous. The people come to look upon 
their priest as the source rather than the recipient 
of bounty. When the endowments of the Church 
are confiscated the priest is obliged to rely on 
direct payment for his services. The peasant likes 
to give, but he also likes to bargain ; the priest, 
drawn from the same stock, has similar tastes. 
Hence these heated arguments, both sides pleading 
poverty with equal justice, which are so strange to 
visitors who are familiar only with Anglican parish 
life. Hence, also, on occasions an antagonism 
between priest and people based not on any dispute 
of the value of the services offered, but of their 
price. The woman wants to get her child baptized 
and she wants to get it done as cheaply as possible ; 
if she knows that a neighbour has been given a 
special price nothing will induce her to pay more . 1 
There have been cases when villagers have driven 
out an unpopular priest, usually on the charge of 
avarice, and in general it may be said that the 
Indian’s devotion, which in recent years has found 
expression in so many unplanned, unled, disas- 
trous risings against the government’s policy, has 
been centred on the tangible fabric of his parish 
church, on his God, Our Lady and the saints, and 

1 Among negro Christians in the West Indies the satisfactory solution 
has been found of grading funerals, marriages etc. as first, second and third 
class, according to the length and gaiety of the service. Thus the essential 
rites are made accessible to the poorest, while the negro’s natural love of 
display ensures the priest a tolerable income from those who can afford it. 
The Mexican Indians have little of the competitive spirit on which this 
system depends for its success. 
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the basic facts of his creed, rather than personal 
allegiance to his parish priest. 

When, however, stories are being related of the 
unworthiness of the Mexican clergy, there is one, 
of very recent date, that should always be remem- 
bered. A few years ago, when the persecution was 
at its bloodiest and the resistance to it was becom- 
ing increasingly formidable, Calles thought of a 
solution ; it was not a new one ; it had worked 
very well in very similar circumstances in Tudor 
England ; he proposed to found a National 
Church ; buildings should be opened to it, pro- 
tection and financial support guaranteed ; all 
that the priests had to do was to resign their allegi- 
ance to the Pope and transfer it to Calles and, as a 
guarantee of their good faith, to marry. The 
alternatives were official favour and advancement 
and a comfortable domestic life on the one hand ; 
persecution to the death on the other. Hostile 
propaganda had made the Mexican clergy notorious 
all over the world ; they were said to care only for 
women and money ; in many parts of the world 
their brothers had found it embarrassing to defend 
them, had decided to shelve them with the Renais- 
sance Popes, as one of the inexplicable shady 
parts of history, like the rubbish heaps one some- 
times finds, pushed out of sight in odd corners of 
cathedrals. And yet in that whole maligned 
society only three old reprobates could be found to 
accept Calles’s offer. One of them is said to be at 
his job still, at the altar of an empty church some- 
where in Mexico City ; no one seemed to know 
exactly where. 
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But, say Mr. Gruening and his readers, the Indian 
is not really Christian. He may be willing to die 
for his religion but it is not the religion of Notre 
Dame and Fordham ; it is a hotch-potch of poly- 
theism and black magic ; with the foreign tongue 
which the missionary taught him he pays lip 
service to the Spanish God but in his heart he still 
worships the old, bloody gods of the Aztecs. 
Europeans and Americans who attempt to stir 
up sympathy for him are merely seeking to per- 
petuate a form of degraded paganism. 

It is a disingenuous argument for its ultimate 
aim is to discredit not the Indians’ religion, but 
everybody’s ; it is the familiar thesis of the pro- 
fessors of ‘ comparative religion ’ all over the 
world ; that man’s disposition to worship comes 
from his awe of natural forces and from his own 
dreams ; that there has been no special revelation 
but a cycle of myths, finding new names in the 
different stages of man’s progress to rational 
atheism ; just as churches were built on the ruins 
of temples, pagan statues christened and given the 
names of the saints, and the holidays of the Church 
synchronized with the pagan calendar, so her 
sacraments are merely the liturgy of the old mystery- 
cults. Most knowledgeable Christians have con- 
sidered this case at one time or another and, if they 
have remained Christians, have rejected it, but it 
is an arguable case and this is not the place to 
attempt its refutation. What is not arguable is 
Mr. Gruening’s case ; that Christianity is true for 
the American and the European but untrue for 
the Indian. The Christian believes that the par- 



220 



THE STRAIGHT FIGHT 



ticular historical events from which he takes his 
chronology — the birth, life and death of Christ 
W'hich he calls the Incarnation and the Atone- 
ment — meant the expression in humanly intel- 
ligible form of truths beyond his comprehension ; 
he knows that the society which then arose, which 
he calls the Church, owes its form to a variety 
of human influences — to Greek speculative philo- 
sophy, Jewish poetry and theology, Roman political 
organization and so on — all of which have left 
their plain imprint on its history and character. He 
knows that in the centuries before the Incarnation, 
human organizations and discoveries were con- 
verging on this particular point of time. 

In just this way, before the coming of the Spanish 
missionaries, the inhabitants of Mexico were 
approaching similar ideas. They had, for instance, 
the conception of sacrifice in a highly developed 
but monstrous form. For the mass butchery 
of the Aztec temples the missionaries substituted 
the conception of a single, unique human sacrifice, 
daily consummated on the new altars. They 
found, too, habits of devotion curiously analogous 
to those they sought to introduce ; the old priests 
employed holy water and incense in their cere- 
monial, they heard general confessions of sin and 
dispensed absolution, they taught the existence of 
a future life divided into heaven, hell and limbo. 
Some of the simpler missionaries w ere disconcerted 
by these resemblances and attributed them to the 
devil, but they made the new teaching readily 
acceptable, and the Church followed the policy 
traditional to her, of accepting all that was assi- 
milable in the existing order ; the new churches 
were built, just as they had been in Europe, on the 
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sites of the old temples. Sometimes the old idols 
were found among the new statues. Mr. Gruening 
found one still standing in a monastic cloister, still 
honoured by the presence of a few flowers ; there, 
he says, is the proof that the Indians merely follow 
their old gods with a new name. But there is 
another explanation ; he is on common ground 
with many a zealous friar in neglecting it ; it is 
simply another way of regarding the same facts. 
Before they had heard the story of Jesus and Mary, 
the Indians worshipped them under other names ; 
in the long memory of the race there is still room 
for gratitude for the blessings they received in those 
dark ages and they cherish those earlier, confused 
intimations of truth as the mother of a family may 
still cherish the dolls she nursed in her childhood. 

The love of statues and holy places plays an 
enormous part in the Indian’s religion, and the 
great shrine of Guadalupe is, certainly, far more 
important to him than St. Peter’s in Rome. It is 
the Indian Virgin as distinct from the little Spanish 
Virgin of Los Remedios, and Mr. Gruening is able 
to make great fun, as many have done before him, 
of the competitive nature of the various popular 
devotions of the country. It is easy to say that 
since God is everywhere, there is no reason why any 
particular place should be more holy than any 
other ; that since all statues and pictures are most 
inadequate symbols of what they represent, that 
none should excite special reverence ; it is easy, 
for that matter, to say that there was no reason why 
God should become man ; it is on that central 
theme that all Christianity depends — word becoming 
tangible flesh — and those who accept its illimitable 
implications believe that it is only in material 
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symbols that man is capable of recognizing the 
truth by which he lives, and that, because of his 
own material nature, he has been allowed occasional 
glimpses of divinity in material form. One of these 
is the miraculous picture of Guadalupe. 

Its history and its presence in Mexico cannot be 
treated merely as a pretty piece of folk-lore. 
Mexico abounds in picturesque legends of one kind 
and another, but the Guadalupe stands entirely 
apart. It is for all the Indians and for great 
numbers of whites and mestizos the main focus for 
their hopes and aspirations. 

The story is notable as having no pre-christian 
Mexican parallel 1 ; the account of its origin is 
as precise as that of Lourdes. It has been told 
countless times but never better than in its first, 
contemporary form. One may well be cautious of 
saying that any narrative has the ‘ mark of truth ’ 
about it, but the author of the Diego story was 
either relating what he believed, or else was an 
extremely accomplished fraud. It is this : On 

December gth, 1531, ten years and four months 
after the conquest, an Indian peasant, fifty-eight 
years old, was on his way by foot to the mission 
church of Tlaltelolco, to hear mass and attend a 
class in the religion in which he had been christened 
a few years earlier under the name of Juan Diego. 
No outstanding sanctity was at the time imputed 
to him. After the event he became a guardian in 

1 Sahagun, a generation later, states that a temple existed on the site of 
Guadalupe, dedicated to the Indian maternity goddess. He was a zealous 
scholar and schoolmaster working in the neighbourhood at Tlaltelolco. 
No mention, contemporary with Diego, is found of the temple. It is 
reasonable to suppose that the friars of Tlaltelolco had already destroyed 
it, before the apparition. It would be a suitable place for the new church 
to arise among the ruins of the old. ‘ Whom there] ore ye ignorantly worship , him 
I declare unto you has been the text of the missionary church since the time 
of Paul. 
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the new shrine and died a holy death at the age of 
70. He was typical of the thousands of Indians 
who had accepted the conquerors’ religion after a 
minimum of instruction ; accepted it, presumably, 
in a kind of bemused resignation as part of the 
many foreign introductions that had suddenly 
revolutionized his world. 

Following the track across the desolate area 
where the town of Guadalupe now stands, passing, 
it is likely, the ruins where in youth he had paid 
homage to the native mother-goddess, he suddenly 
saw the place transfused with unfamiliar light and 
colour ; there was the sound of music and, on a 
rock above him, he saw a woman, a fellow Indian 
in colour and type, who called him to her, addressed 
him as her son, told him that she was Mary and 
that she wished a church to be built on the spot 
where she was standing. He was to tell this to the 
Bishop. 

He was received with the scepticism that such 
tales usually arouse in the higher clergy, and sent 
away. He returned to the spot ; The Lady was 
waiting for him ; he pointed out that it was no 
good sending him on a mission of this kind ; why 
did she not send a Spaniard or someone of import- 
ance ? She told him to go back with the same 
message. He went. On this second visit Diego 
aroused the interest if not the sympathy of the 
Bishop ; perhaps this was a case of witchcraft of the 
kind which the Church was endeavouring to stamp 
out. He told him to bring some sign with him and 
sent two men to follow him and see what happened. 
Next day, the 10th, these men reported that Diego, 
when he reached the rocks where he claimed to 
have seen the apparition, mysteriously disappeared 
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from view. Unaware of this himself, he received 
orders to return next day and receive his sign. 

Then in Diego’s slow, peasant mind suspicions 
began to arise. He was getting mixed up in affairs 
that were beyond his capacity. Besides his uncle 
was ill. He did not return. On the 12th, however, 
his uncle was worse and wanted a priest ; that 
meant going to Tlaltelolco again. Diego did not 
like it and chose a circuitous path. But The Lady 
was there, too, blocking his way. He told her about 
his uncle being ill. She knew all about it ; he 
would get well, she said ; Diego had another duty 
to perform. He must take his sign to the Bishop. 
Above where they stood the rocks rose in a sharp, 
barren hill ; The Lady told him to climb there and 
pick roses. It was an improbable place but Diego 
found them, miraculously blooming among the 
stones ; enough to fill his sarape. So he trudged off 
again, back to the suspicious Bishop and spilt the 
flowers at his feet. He may have thought, on the 
road, that it was not much of a sign ; after all, 
there was only his word for it that they came from 
the desert. But he did as he was told and revealed 
not only the roses but a picture of his lady, Our 
Lady, imprinted on the sarape. That is the picture 
which now hangs over the high altar at Guadalupe. 

The Church was begun immediately on the site 
which Diego showed. In 1532 the picture was 
solemnly conveyed there. It had already created a 
sensation ; a disagreeable one to the many 
Spaniards who regarded the Indians as animals. 
There had already been some distrust of the policy 
of baptizing the Indians, giving them the idea that 
they, too, had souls equal before God with their 
conquerors. And now Our Lady had appeared to 
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an Indian, more than this she had appeared as an 
Indian ; and here, for all time, was the evidence ; 
a Virgin with an Indian face ; a thing no painter 
would have dared do without incurring the charge 
of blasphemy. And the Spaniards accepted the 
miracle. The important feature is not the repug- 
nance it aroused but the fact that the repugnance 
was overcome. The nobility of the country, from 
the Viceroy down, solemnly prostrated themselves 
in the new shrine and from that day until now 
every Christian ruler of Mexico, even Maximilian, 
has made his homage there to the fact which it 
had needed a supernatural revelation to enforce, 
that the religion of the Spaniard was equally the 
religion of the Indian. 

The shrine has never been closed or pillaged, 
though the neighbouring convent suffered with the 
rest of the country. At the height of the Calles 
persecution the Indians guarded it day and night. 
A bomb was placed under the altar — the cross may 
be seen as it was twisted by the explosion — but the 
picture was undamaged. For the time a repro- 
duction was substituted but now the original is 
back in its place. While I was there the church 
was being repaired and redecorated ; it is always 
full of worshippers. 

Mr. T. Philip Terry, whose Guide to Mexico has 
been mentioned elsewhere in these pages, provides 
the tourist with the kind of comment which the 
present government encourages. ‘ One cannot but 
admire ,’ he says, ‘ the positive genius of fumarraga 
(the Bishop) in planning that the Virgin appear in 
Mexico not as a carved figure , nor yet in the likeness of a 
Spanish woman, but rather in the guise of an Indian 
princess with some resemblance to the revered goddess 
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Tonan.tz.in thus striking the Indian population at the 
most vulnerable point . . . the picture is perhaps oj 
Spanish origin . . . The fact that the apparition 
occurred during the incumbency of the Bishop fumarraga, 
the bigot ... is significant ... It is believed that 
the Indians regard the image of the Virgin as a divine 
manifestation of their primitive goddess. . . On the feast 
day the unhygienic and ignorant Indians overrun the 
village to such an extent that the problem of preventing 
pestilence is a serious one to the authorities. The church 
is usually packed to suffocation : the devotees bring habits 
and an entomological congress as varied as they are astonish- 
ing, all the church decorations within reach are kissed to 
a high polish and thoroughly fumigated later, and all 
breathe freer when the frenzied shriners have returned to 
their different homes. Many of the pilgrims are wretchedly 
poor and to maintain themselves on the journey — which 
not a few make on foot — they bring curious home-made 
knick-knacks ... A careful scrutiny of the church is 
difficult on Sundays ... At these times it presents a 
very animated and democratic appearance. Well dressed 
Mexicans, foreigners, ragged Indians, crying babies . . . 
are prominent features. Less visible but just as pro- 
minent, in a way, are the agile specimens of the genus 
pulex which the visitor to this sanctuary usually carries 
away with him.' 

These smug and facetious passages are an exact 
expression of the wrong-thinking which the miracle 
of Guadalupe rebukes. Mr. Terry starts with an 
assumption which stultifies all his subsequent 
observations, that a miracle is of necessity a fraud 
. . . ‘ the positive genius of Zumarraga in plan- 
ning.’ The value of miracles anywhere is not in 
the direct benefits they confer — a single cripple 
among millions enabled to walk, one hungry man 
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among millions given a single meal — but in their 
manifesting the nearness of the supernatural. But 
most miracles also show an immediate and local 
purpose. The apparition of Lourdes came at the 
height of French scepticism ; at Guadalupe it 
came to teach the Spaniards that the Indians were 
men and women and souls, to teach the Indians 
that the Spaniards’ god was the god of all human- 
kind. Mr. Terry by his primary incredulity finds 
himself led into denying these beliefs in order to 
discredit the revelation that supports them. For 
what is his argument ? The Indians are a dirty 
lot, they are crawling with fleas, the place has to 
be fumigated after they have gone, they have no 
business at Guadalupe at all, everyone ‘ breathes 
the freer ’ when they go, they come on foot 
with ‘ curious knick-knacks ’, a pestilential mob 
with whom no tourist cares to rub shoulders, 
animals . . . And, since they are like this, it is 
absurd to pretend that they are worshipping the 
same God as well-fed, expensively educated 
Americans and Europeans ; ‘ it is believed ’ they 
regard the Virgin as ‘ their primitive goddess 
She has ‘ some resemblance to the revered 
Tonantzin ’. The innocent reader might imagine 
that Mr. Terry had made an iconographical 
study, had found an image of Tonantzin and 
compared it with the Virgin of Guadalupe ; what 
he has really done is to read page 236 of Gruening, 
and what Gruening has done is to quote what 
Father Sahagun wrote fifty years after the time of 
Zumarraga, that the Indians when going to 
Guadalupe said, and, I believe still say, ‘ Let us 
go to the festival of Tonantzin ’ ; and what does 
this sinister word Tonantzin mean? It is simply 
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the Indian word for ‘ Our Mother’. What more 
fitting epithet could be found for the Virgin than 
this, once unworthily applied to a member of the 
old pantheon ? But the Indian is a subhuman 
creature ; if he once thought a heathen goddess 
was his mother, he does still ; he cannot have 
learned very much, otherwise he would be rich 
and clean. This is the basis of the criticism. 

The Christian point of view is to admit that 
miracles are possible but exceedingly rare, and to 
examine each on its evidence. The Guadalupe 
stands the test well. Hostile critics have usually 
weakened their case by preliminary abuse of Arch- 
bishop Zumarraga. At the time of the conquest 
quantities of Aztec painted manuscripts 1 disap- 
peared, which would have been of enormous interest 
to subsequent historians. Zumarraga is charged 
with their destruction. The authority for his 
responsibility is the utterance of an eccentric 
friar named Mier, (who in 1817 disguised himself 
as a Bishop and landed at Soto la Marina with a 
small revolutionary force under Francisco Javier 
Mina which was dispersed after a short guerilla 
campaign). From him the tale has been copied 
from book to book, even those published since 
Francis Clement Kelly’s exposure, until it is 
generally accepted. The Indian historian Ixtlil- 
xochitl of the seventeenth century mentions the 
destruction but attributes it, inconsistently, both 
to missionaries and to the Tlaxcalans who sacked 
Tezcoco eight years before Zumarraga landed in 
Mexico. The only certain association of Zumarraga 
with Aztec manuscripts is that he made a collec- 

1 The Aztecs as has been mentioned before had no alphabet or real 
written language, but a well developed system of hieroglyphic record. 
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tion of all that had survived and took them to 
Europe in 1532, where they are now preserved in 
various libraries. As for the missionaries in general, 
by giving the Indians the alphabet they made it 
possible for them to record their oral traditions. 
Hundreds of volumes of this kind were kept in the 
monastic libraries until the Liberal revolutions of 
1855 an d 1861, when they were sold as waste 
paper. 

Zumarraga was outstanding in a generation of 
devoted missionaries for his zeal in educating, 
evangelizing and humanizing the Indians. It 
was he who petitioned the King against their 
enslavement, smuggling his message out of the 
country in a hollow image. * If it is true,’ he 
wrote, ‘ that your Majesty has granted permission ’ 
for the process of enslavement, ‘ you should out of 
reverence to God, do humble penitence for it.’ 
It was he who founded the first school for higher 
education of Indians, Santa Cruz in Tlaltelolco, 
who started the education of women there, intro- 
duced the first printing press and laid the founda- 
tions of the great educational and charitable 
system which only came to an end in the revolu- 
tions. While others were making their fortunes, 
the Archbishop died in debt. His ambition was to 
see a new province of Christendom, in its widest 
application, rising beyond the Atlantic. He was 
one to whom the special revelation to the Indians 
would be intensely welcome. Those who lack 
strong moral feelings themselves, are ever ready to 
credit their moral superiors with a disposition to do 
evil that good may come of it. Earnestly as 
Zumarraga may have prayed for a sign from 
Heaven, warmly as we know he accepted it, it is 
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scarcely conceivable that his stern conscience 
would have bent to a fraud of the kind with which 
Mr. Terry credits him ; but even were one to 
accept this psychological improbability, there are 
many difficulties to explain. 

The ground of the picture is certainly an Indian 
sarape of the normal coarse weave with its central 
seam clearly visible from the sanctuary rails. This, 
and the native character of the model make it 
highly unlikely to have been imported ready 
made from Europe. It is stretching the imagina- 
tion too far to conceive of the whole matter being 
plotted and prepared in Madrid, yet the painters 
who visited Mexico in the earlier colonial days 
are well known and none of them did work re- 
motely resembling the Virgin of Guadalupe. More- 
over no one has been able to identify the material 
with which it is painted ; it is not oil, water nor 
tempera colour of any recognizable kind. In 1756 
the best known of Mexican painters, Miguel 
Cabrera, published the report of a careful technical 
examination in which he professed himself quite 
unable to explain the process by which it was made ; 
on two other occasions committees of painters 
have been allowed to take it out of its glass and 
have been able to give no explanation. Nothing 
would suit the present government better than to 
be able to expose the thing as a priestly fraud, but 
they have been obliged to keep silent. 

And yet, it must be admitted, the picture is 
very like a human composition ; the folds and 
pattern of the robe, the rays of glory, the crescent 
moon at the feet, the cherub below, are all curiously 
stylized. One cannot imagine a painter sitting 
down to design the holy shroud of Turin, but one 
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can imagine him drawing the Virgin of Guadalupe. 
Looking at it I wondered whether perhaps some 
human agency had not intervened to preserve and 
ornament the true image which Diego and Zumar- 
raga saw. The bodies of saints exposed for venera- 
tion are often so overlaid with wax that the surface 
is nowhere the actual skin of the body ; there is 
no fraud ; the body is there but the preservative 
hides it ; I wondered whether this might not be 
the case with Guadalupe ; it was a purely personal 
doubt and it seemed to leave more unexplained 
than the frank acceptance of the miracle ; it did 
not explain the actual pigmentation of the material ; 
if one can accept a God who treats with human 
beings in a way they will understand, one can 
accept the miraculous appearance of a picture ; 
it is neither more nor less credible for having some 
of the marks of a human composition. 

Anyway, the appearance, or, as the guide-books 
prefer it, the alleged appearance of Our Lady at 
Guadalupe is one of the important features of 
Mexican history ; to the great majority of Mexicans 
it is something far more real and personally sig- 
nificant than the coming of Cortes, and anyone 
who treats of Mexico without considering it, is 
necessarily superficial . Reproductions of the picture 
are everywhere ; even in the homes of the most 
sceptical foreign business men. There was an 
enormous output of replicas, some of them by the 
greatest painters of the country, and today picture 
postcards and medals are sold in millions. But it 
is to the shrine itself that the people flock. There 
is an air of gaiety surrounding the village, a per- 
petual fair day. The path which Diego climbed 
to pick the roses is lined with photographers’ 
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booths and Indians who have tramped for weeks 
to make the pilgrimage may, by sticking their 
heads through a canvas screen, take home as a 
souvenir the picture of themselves sailing over the 
shrine in an aeroplane. It is, however, not only 
Indians who come to Guadalupe ; it is, as Mr. 
Terry remarks with apparent distaste, very ‘ demo- 
cratic ’. You see people of all nations there, as 
you do at any place of pilgrimage. (A great deal 
of nonsense is talked and repeated about the par- 
tisan loyalties of the various shrines. One is told 
for example that Our Lady of the Remedies is 
* the Spanish Virgin ’. I went to Los Remedios 
on the morning of the feast ; in the crowd that 
queued up to kiss the little statue which a soldier 
of Cortes’s had brought with him in his saddle 
bag, we were the only whites.) 

There are votive offerings at Guadalupe, but 
fewer than in most places of pilgrimage in Mexico 
or elsewhere. In Mexico they take a form which 
as far as I know is unique. They are little paint- 
ings on tin portraying the danger from which the 
pilgrim has been preserved — accidents with horses 
and motor-cars and trams, attacks by bandits and 
soldiers, fires — all graphically represented. Most 
towns have an artist or two who specialize in this 
work and will do you a disaster for a peso or so. 
The Ministry of Fine Arts has collected some from 
the shrines where they belong and added them as 
a humorous contribution to the furniture at 
Churibusco. But there were not many at Guad- 
alupe for it is not principally frequented with a 
view to particular benefits. Mexicans go there 
several times in their lives ; before journeys 
abroad and on great occasions as a kind of dedica- 
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tion, but more often I think as an act of pure 
worship — and for reassurance. As long as the 
Virgin is there over her altar, however desperate 
things may seem, there is still hope. If she deserts 
them, then they are back again, helpless, on the 
reeking altars of Huitzilopochtli. They believe 
that it was at Guadalupe that Mexico became a 
nation and that Our Lady took them in her keep- 
ing ; she is still there guarding them ; and they 
have to come from time to time to make sure. 

For myself, at any rate, the great twilit Cathedral 
was the most impressive sight in Mexico ; it was 
much the same at all hours of the day and on all 
days of the week ; sometimes it was fuller, but 
there was always the same atmosphere of hushed 
veneration ; there were workmen high overhead 
on scaffolding, hammering at the roof, but it 
made no difference. It was the one place in Mexico 
that never seemed noisy. People of every conceiv- 
able kind were always there, praying. There were 
family groups of all ages, candles in hand, working 
their way up the aisle on their knees. There were 
men who remained apparently interminably on 
their knees with their arms stretched out on either 
side of them ; they were like that when one came 
in and still there, in the same position, when one 
left ; rapt, their lips moving, their eyes open 
fixed on the picture. There were women who, in 
spite of their shabby civil costume, one knew to 
be nuns, and swarthy, inconspicuous men dressed 
like small shopkeepers who, to one’s surprise, one 
found to be priests. There were mothers guiding 
their children in the sign of the cross. All the 
limitless variety of the Church seemed to be 
represented there. No doubt there were also 
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‘ members of the genus pulex ’ but it did not seem the 
least important. 

In their way, of course, the Mexicans are super- 
stitious ; it is a legacy of the dark origins of the 
human race that is found in every country ; it is 
only an unfamiliar superstition that seems to us 
shocking. There, as everywhere, it is the concern 
of the clergy to distinguish and drive out the harm- 
ful superstitions ; many of them are innocent 
enough. The priest of a large parish in Oaxaca 
was showing me his church ; one of the statues 
had a coin inserted between its painted teeth. 
The priest sighed resignedly. ‘ They will do it,’ 
he said. ‘ I am always trying to stop it.’ It was 
the statue of an early Christian martyr who had had 
his tongue torn out and who, as a somewhat 
remote consequence, was credited locally with 
particular powers against scandal-mongers ; when 
anyone in Oaxaca finds there are rumours going 
round about him, he puts a coin in the saint’s 
mouth. Sometimes, if no one has noticed it and 
the gossip seems to have abated, he comes and 
takes it away again and feels the kind of satis- 
faction people get after completing a railway 
journey without a ticket. Customs of this kind are 
prevalent ; Mexicans, like Europeans, resort to 
special shrines for particular benefits. It is common 
to hear a certain type of foreigner — Catholic as 
well as agnostic — say that the saints are more 
important to the Mexicans than their God ; that 
they still worship a host of deities. The routine of 
their daily life gives some colour to this misappre- 
hension, just as a stranger might believe that the 
film-stars and athletes who form so large a part of 

235 



ROBBERY UNDER LAW 

ordinary English conversation were the real heroes 
and leaders about whom our national life revolved. 
The test came a few years ago in the peasants’ 
revolt against Calles, when all over the country 
people rose in defence of their churches and were 
massacred by the federal troops. They were 
fighting for essentials then and they called them- 
selves ‘ Cristeros ’ ; Viva Cristo Rey was the rally- 
ing cry of that gallant and disastrous campaign. 

Of course by no means all the Cristeros were 
pious crusaders. There is always present in Mexico 
a considerable semi-bandit population who will 
join in any disturbance ; there were cases when 
these usurped the badges and banners of the 
Cristeros and committed outrages which Gruening 
has carefully catalogued. Even Gruening, however, 
is bound to admit that the suppression of religion 
in Mexico has throughout been the work of a 
hated minority. It is notable, too, that nearly 
every amelioration of it has resulted from violent 
popular protest. 

The story of the persecution has often been told 
but has received curiously little attention in 
Europe. Aspects of it have been noted from time 
to time in these pages. It began simply as an act 
of robbery, with the accompanying campaign 
of justification by agnostic teaching and the vilifi- 
cation of the clergy. Throughout the nineteenth 
century the Masonic Lodges remained centres of 
an anti-religious party which ensured for itself 
influential positions in every department of the 
state. The old-fashioned Liberal-Mason-Agnostics, 
however, tolerated the priests as a harmless source 
of comfort to their women and their peasants, sent 
their daughters to school in convents abroad, and 
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even called for a priest themselves on their death 
beds. It was only after the fall of Diaz that the 
movement became militantly atheist ; it was then 
a definitely communist, proletarian revolutionary 
body under the same international auspices which 
caused the Leninist revolution in Russia and the 
brief and bloody regime of Bela Khun in Hungary. 
In a decade of civil war and anarchy, with rival 
generals everywhere proclaiming themselves the 
government, the communist organization, soon to 
be known as the CROM, represented a single, 
consistent policy and achieved an importance quite 
out of proportion to its numbers. It became 
the virtual master of each successive President and 
the price of its support, always, was the extinction 
of the Church. 

Its influence may be shown on the change of 
Carranza’s and Obregon’s policy between 1915 
and 1917. In the former year they both declared 
for religious liberty for all Mexican citizens. In 
the latter Carranza assembled his supporters at 
Queretaro and formulated the decree on which 
all the subsequent troubles have been based. The 
decree is now dignified by the name of the ‘ Con- 
stitution ’, but the convention which discussed it 
was nothing more than Carranza’s faction. This 
‘ Constitution ’ began on a sinister note by reversing 
the normal logic of politics ; instead of deriving 
the powers of the constitution from the will of the 
people, it derived the rights of the people from the 
constitution, defining certain elementary rights 
which Carranza’s party were disposed to ‘ grant ’. 
No attempt has ever been made to ratify this camp 
pronouncement by popular vote. 

Like the Labour Laws, the Constitution of Quere- 
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taro must be read in the knowledge that subsequent 
rulings would resolve all ambiguities in the most 
drastic terms which they were capable of bearing, but 
even in their simplest form the provisions represent a 
legal condition for the Church which has no 
parallel in any country except Russia. They 
declare education to be totalitarian and forbid 
religious corporations or ministers from establish- 
ing or directing primary schools ; any school 
erected for the purpose of religious teaching is 
confiscated ; ministers of religion may not main- 
tain institutions for scientific research ; religious 
orders of every kind are proscribed ; ‘ the Law 
recognizes no juridical personality in the religious institu- 
tions known as churches ’ ; i.e. they are deprived of 
all legal rights of appeal to Congress or protection 
by the courts ; no one of foreign birth may be a 
priest in Mexico ; any Mexican becoming a priest 
loses his rights of citizenship, his vote and his right 
to hold office ; ‘ ministers of religious creeds are 

incapable legally of inheriting by will from ministers of 
the same religious creed or from any private individual to 
whom they are not related by blood within the fourth 
degree ’ ; 1 no trial by jury shall ever be granted for 
the infraction of any of the preceding provisions ’ ; no 
hospital or poor-house may be under the patronage, 
administration or supervision of a religious cor- 
poration. 

There are other provisions of a similar nature, all 
of which would be intolerable in America or Eng- 
land, but it was some time before matters came to 
a crisis. At first it was uncertain how long the 
Calles-Obregon-Carranza alliance would last or 
who would succeed it ; it was also uncertain what 
force and interpretation would be given to the new 
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constitution. There had been hard laws on the 
statute book in the time of Diaz, but they had not 
been enforced and the Church had been able to 
carry on her work in comparative peace. It was 
nine years before it became clear that the urban 
communist party was growing in influence and 
that the Calles-Obregon government had decided 
to stave off its economic demands by satisfying its 
hatred of the Church. The Mexican Bishops then 
attempted to exert their influence by peaceful and 
topical means in declaring what amounted to a 
strike ; Calles replied by instituting a regime which 
made no pretence of any other motive than the 
total and immediate extermination of Christianity 
in his country. He was of Syrian extraction, with- 
out share in the high traditions of Mexico ; today 
he is an affluent exile in California. There is 
nothing remarkable about him and he would 
have gone down to history as a purely local figure, 
one of a succession of negligible names, the riff-raff 
of party intrigue and violence that gets to the top 
in times of disorder, had it not been for this cam- 
paign of his. It was not even his ; he was merely 
an instrument, allowed to pile up his private gains 
so long as he followed the policy ordained for him. 
When he became reluctant to continue he was sent 
away. But the few years of his regime will always 
be known by his name and he will be famous, 
until the end of the world, as the man who murdered 
Father Pro. 

There were hundreds of others done to death at 
the same time. Mexico had been infertile of reli- 
gious heroes for some generations ; now she sud- 
denly burst into flower ; but popular imagination 
always seeks to personify its ideals, and it is on 
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Pro, very worthily, that it has fastened as the 
embodiment of the spirit Calles provoked. Within 
a few hours of his death he was already canonized 
in the hearts of the people ; with typical ineptitude 
Calles had photographers on the scene of the 
execution and issued pictures of it to the press ; 
within a day or two it was a criminal offence to 
possess one ; they circulated nevertheless from 
hand to hand and were reproduced in secret all 
over the country. Today you can buy cards of 
Pro outside the churches and even government 
apologists have stopped trying to justify his death. 
It was a mistake, they admit ; it was indeed ; 
one of those resounding mistakes which make 
history. While Dwight Morrow and his clown and 
Calles were off on a trip together in the Presidential 
train talking of debt settlements, Pro was being 
shot in a back yard. Dwight Morrow is already 
forgotten. Pro is the inspiration of thousands 
through whom the Mexican Church is still alive. 



4 

The present situation of the Church in Mexico 
is the result of the truce effected with the mediation 
of Dwight Morrow. Mexican Catholics profess 
small gratitude to him for his intervention. The 
promises then made by the government have not 
been kept. The Cristeros were induced to sur- 
render their arms under an amnesty which has been 
broken by a series of retributive murders. The 
hierarchy believed that their spiritual work was 
to be allowed to continue without persecution ; 
they have been bitterly disappointed. For Catholics 
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the unhappy character of the compromise has been 
emphasized by the grave warning of the late Pope 
in the encyclical Firmissimam Constantiam of Easter 
1937. For English radicals the situation was 
explained in an article in New Statesman of February 
1 2th, 1938. ‘ Although the power of the Church’s 

hierarchy has been broken, freedom of worship 
continues to exist unhampered in Mexico.’ 

It is true that for the incurious tourist conditions 
in the districts he frequents may seem more or less 
normal. They find a number of churches put to 
civil uses as garages, libraries, warehouses, fire- 
stations ; ‘ There were too many of them,’ the 

guides explain, and to one surveying the 365 
churches 1 that surround the little village of 
Cholula, the excuse sounds plausible. The 
churches that are open are perpetually crowded ; 
priests are at the altars and in the confessionals, 
apparently undisturbed. 

Landing at Vera Cruz, with an afternoon to wait 
before the train left for Mexico City, I set out to 
look at the town. I had read of Vera Cruz as a 
state where the government were particularly 
anti-religious and expected to find its churches 
shut. The first I entered had been converted into 
a public library. It is a curious thing, but churches 
never seem suitable for any other purpose than the 
one for which they were built. I have seen secu- 
larized churches in many parts of the world being 
used as museums, mosques, billiard saloons, draw- 
ing-rooms — they never looked right. The library 
at Vera Cruz was damp and stuffy ; two or three 

1 This prodigality is exceptional, but is always quoted as the example of 
clerical superfluity. The churches were built in conformity with mis- 
sionary custom on the sites of existing shrines. 
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children of high-school age were doing their lessons 
there ; a few others were lounging over the picture 
papers. It had a depressing air, but so have most 
public libraries anywhere in the world. The other 
church was open and very busy ; the decorations 
were shoddy and shabby ; plaster statues had 
taken the place of the rich colonial sculpture, but 
at every altar there were people making their 
devotions, not old women only but quite young 
men, and in the nave a young catechist was giving 
instruction to a large class of schoolchildren. They 
were learning the responses of the Mass, repeating 
them in unison. It looked as though the com- 
promise were working quite well. The Church 
was being allowed to compete with the State on 
equal terms for support of the new generation. 
Seeing it the Catholic tourist might be tempted to 
think that the religious press in his own country 
was making an unnecessary fuss. 

Vera Cruz, as a matter of fact, is a place where 
the Church had recently won a considerable 
victory. A year before every church in the State 
was shut as they had been in the time of Calles. 
Dwight Morrow’s bonhomie had had no effect 
there. The Bishop had been forbidden to enter his 
diocese ; a few gallant priests moved in disguise 
from house to house saying Mass in secret. Then 
an incident had occurred which suddenly aroused 
the patient people ; it was typical of what had been 
going on all over the country for more than ten 
years. Those responsible for it had no reason to 
expect any trouble. They did no more than murder 
a little girl, as had often been done before, but for 
some reason the people who had suffered so much 
in dumb resentment suddenly asserted themselves. 
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The child had been to one of the houses in 
Orizaba where the police rightly believed Mass 
was being said ; she came out alone, in the early 
morning, straight from her communion ; she was 
not of those for whom the New Statesman would 
have us believe ‘ freedom of worship continued 
unhampered ’ ; the police followed her ; she 
took fright and began to run. They shot her down 
in the street and returned to their quarters for their 
usual torpid Orizaba Sunday. But it proved 
different from other Sundays. News of the murder 
spread in the town, which was full of peasants in 
for the day. Suddenly they rose, broke open the 
doors of their church, barricaded themselves there 
and began ringing the bells. The C.T.M. bosses 
telegraphed helplessly to Mexico for advice. All 
over the State news spread of what had happened in 
Orizaba. Everywhere the churches were re- 
occupied. General Cardenas was just completing 
his plans for the confiscation of the oil properties ; 
he dared not risk another Cristero rising. The 
local governor was made to give way. The Bishop 
returned ; the priests came out of hiding, and the 
people flocked back to their churches. 

It is by means such as these, not by the exchange 
of cigars in the Presidential train, that the Church 
is being re-established in Mexico. A European is 
tempted to write ‘ Faith ’ instead of Church. I 
had, indeed, done so and struck it out, for the Faith 
has never been lost to the vast majority of the 
country. But the Faith cannot exist for ever 
without its tangible expression ; it is not a mere 
system of philosophic propositions and historical 
facts ; though it may sometimes appear as this, 
in certain intellectual types living in a sympathetic 
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atmosphere. It is a habit of life and a social 
organization. The simpler a people, the ruder 
their living conditions and the more limited their 
information, so much the more do they need to 
symbolize their ideas in concrete shapes. They 
must have buildings in which they consort for 
worship, statues and pictures to make the ideas of 
their creed intelligible and memorable ; above all 
they — equally with the most arid theologian — 
must have the sacraments. The communist may 
logically maintain that these things are futile and 
mischievous ; tricks invented by his enemies to 
delude man from his real duty in life, which is to 
get through the largest possible amount of con- 
sumable goods and to produce those goods in the 
largest possible quantities so that he may consume 
them. Isolate a people absolutely from tainted 
contacts ; obliterate every monument to the old 
delusions ; exterminate those who remember the 
old order with regret ; educate the children in 
ignorance of its principles ; then, humanly speak- 
ing, you will produce a race of atheists, or at any 
rate of non-Christians. Curious ideas will no doubt 
take shape in their empty minds, but it is not con- 
ceivable that a race, theologically sterilized in this 
way, will evolve for itself the doctrines of the 
Trinity and the Incarnation. This was the thesis 
of the communist gang behind Calles ; it is reason- 
able enough, by purely human standards. What is 
not reasonable is the attitude of the extreme Nazis 
and the present Mexican apologists — who have to 
be double faced in their apologies, to their too 
zealous international friends on one side, and the 
too curious humanitarians on the other — that 
religion is a purely private business ; that if a 
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man is disposed that way he can sit at home and 
be religious by himself ; that he needs no special 
class to minister to him, no special association with 
sympathizers, no place to associate and no means 
of conveying his belief to his descendants. Either 
his religion will die or it will find concrete expres- 
sion in these ways. 

The Church for her life, has to have a priest- 
hood, an order of men peculiarly educated and 
consecrated for a specific work ; she has to have 
property where she can preserve her sacred things 
from outrage ; she has to have the opportunity of 
conveying her teaching to children whose parents 
desire it. Deny her these elementary claims and 
you deny her life. Each one of these is still being 
denied in Mexico. 

General Cardenas, himself, seems slightly fuddled 
on the subject of religion. He is not, of course, a 
practising Catholic ; his party would not leave him 
in office a day if he were, but there are signs that, in 
his own classic phrase, he has begun to ‘weary of the 
social struggle ’. ‘I am tired,’ he said, ‘ of closing 
churches and finding them full.’ He is a man who 
has spent most of his life in barracks in the masonic- 
agnostic atmosphere of the revolutionary army ; in 
childhood he worked in a printing office but entered 
government service at adolescence ; 1913 found 

him as a gaoler with a single prisoner ; he let the 
man out and together they joined the revolution ; 
since then he has probably never come into contact 
with anything that can be called Christian life ; 
at the age of 25 he was a general, an ally of Calles 
and Obregon. He was taught that the Church was 
invented for their profit by priests and hacendados ; 
the priests and hacendados have gone, and it 
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seems to come as a genuine surprise to him each 
time that a popular disturbance brings it to his 
notice that the people still value their faith. His 
habit has been — as in the incident at Orizaba 
quoted above — to give way. He is more interested 
in pleasing the people than in following any logical 
policy ; but, relying as he does for his position 
and safety upon the C.T.M., he dare not alter 
the laws ; nor can he, until they are brought 
forcibly to his notice, take any steps to see that the 
laws are not exceeded. While I was there two 
State governments, those of Tabasco and Chiapas, 
still refused even the meagre freedom that the law 
prescribed. In Tabasco, the churches were still 
all shut — those, that is to say, that had not been 
demolished. The late Governor Garrido had got 
into trouble for carrying his anti-religious zeal too 
far ; he had sent squads of gunmen far beyond 
the boundaries of his State to shoot up church- 
goers near the tourist zone ; that had been too 
much and he had had to disappear to Costa Rica, 
but his successors maintained his policy of absolute 
prohibition of every form of worship. In Chiapas 
some of the churches were open but all were with- 
out priests. There has lately been news of a 
peasants’ rising in Villahermosa, the capital of 
Tabasco, where some peasants were murdered by 
troops while trying to say their prayers in the 
ruins of one of the churches Garrido had demolished. 
General Cardenas has promised redress. 

Illegal atrocities may be matched by illegal acts 
of clemency. In many parts of the country, par- 
ticularly in the tourist zone, greater indulgence was 
given than the law allowed. In Oaxaca I met a 
priest who wore clerical clothes in the streets with- 
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out molestation. One Sunday, while I was in 
Mexico City, the Catholic students of the University 
marched in procession to Guadalupe ; the matter 
was kept out of the newspapers and no action was 
taken against them. In general, however, the 
regime in Mexico is still violently anti-religious. 

The number of priests permitted in any State 
is decided by the Governor. This is every- 
where grossly inadequate. In the United States 
and Europe the average is one priest to every 
seven or eight hundred Catholics ; a priest with 
1500 in his charge, particularly if they are 
scattered in a rural district, would rightly regard 
himself as overworked. In Mexico the average 
is said to be one to 10,000 ; this is a some- 
what unsatisfactory figure since some States have 
no priests at all ; in some one is allowed to every 
30,000, while Mexico City, Puebla, Oaxaca, 
Cuernavaca and Taxco are fairly well provided. 
Many of the priests whom the tourist sees in these 
places, however, are there in defiance of the law 
with the temporary connivance of the authorities ; 
they are legally criminals and are liable to arrest 
at any moment should the temper of the police 
turn. In the conditions the priesthood have been 
given exceptional facilities by the hierarchy and 
say numerous Masses on days of obligation. 
Seminaries are absolutely forbidden everywhere ; 
this law knows no extenuation and the police are 
active in searching for and confiscating any house 
where theological instruction is given. A large 
seminary has been established in Texas and this 
has supplied many priests in recent years, but, as 
well as this, seminaries do exist secretly in most of 
the dioceses. The lot of the students is miserable, 
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for to the normal austerities and restrictions of 
their life is added the necessity of keeping com- 
pletely out of sight during the entire period — two 
or three years — of their studies. Financial support, 
moreover, is so meagre and precarious that they 
live in conditions of genuine privation. In spite 
of all this there is no shortage of applicants. Per- 
secution is already having its normal result of 
producing a priesthood of intense devotion. Only a 
very small number, however, can be maintained 
in this way ; the law against the immigration of 
foreign religious is still rigidly enforced and the 
shortage of priests is acute. Added to this is the 
fact that in the case of trouble of any kind they 
have no civil rights. 

The religious orders are still forbidden absolutely 
as they have been since the time of Juarez. One 
of the show places of Mexico is the hidden convent 
of Puebla ; the place where Mr. Graham Greene’s 
acquaintance was disappointed of babies’ bones. 
It is, nevertheless, a thrilling place, and it is sin- 
gularly obtuse on the part of the government to 
make the show of it that they do. Here, in the 
heart of the town, a community of enclosed nuns 
lived for over seventy years without the knowledge 
of the police. It was a seventeenth century foun- 
dation of no particular importance in colonial 
times ; when Juarez drove out the nuns elsewhere 
this little community escaped notice ; they were a 
poor order, with few possessions to attract the 
government agents ; they had always led a life of 
strict retirement ; now they disappeared from the 
knowledge of all but a handful of friends ; their 
little patio was so built that no building overlooked 
it ; they had their chapel and a gallery with eye- 
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holes through which they could see the altar of the 
neighbouring church and hear Mass on occasions 
when it was too dangerous for a priest to visit 
them. The only entrance to the world was through 
a small private house whose occupants were in 
the secret. Great ingenuity was used to disguise 
the two doors, through which provisions were 
brought to them and needlework taken as payment. 
Here they were professed, lived the strict rule of 
their order, and died ; their bones were thrown 
into a common pit which now provides a macabre 
exhibit for the curious. In the more generous 
times of Diaz novices were admitted but in the 
last years of its life this was impossible ; about 
forty elderly women were found there in 1935 
when the police broke into the place. 

One is shown it, as in a fashionable New York 
restaurant one is shown the devices of prohibition 
days which conceal the piping hot cellars where 
they ruin their wines. First the living room of the 
private house ; the guide pulls some shelves from 
the wall, presses a button and a door opens leading 
straight into the cell of the Mother Superior ; 
there is another concealed door in the house, at 
the bottom of the stairs, leading into the patio. 
The convent is still kept more or less as it was 
found ; it disappointingly revealed few treasures 
and no scandals. The most valuable find was a 
collection of very ugly paintings on velvet. There 
is still enough of the convent atmosphere left to 
give an element of outrage to each new intrusion. 
The guide himself, recruited with the rest from the 
local masonic lodge, had a shamefaced air. It was, 
to me at any rate, inexpressibly shocking to see him 
jingling the little penitential chains which they 
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had found the nuns wearing ; to hear him sneer 
at the underground cells where the nuns retired 
for meditation and at the three foot door through 
which they crept to Mass. It affected others, too, 
in the same way ; one could hear them arriving 
jauntily and noisily, with slightly lubricious expec- 
tations ; they thoroughly enjoyed the secret doors ; 
it was all part of a detective story ; then, as they 
tramped round those secret places, they became 
ill-at-ease and silent. They knew they had no 
business there. A few of them asked questions, 
* Why were the nuns turned out ? 5 
‘ It is against the law.’ 

‘ What harm were they doing ? ’ 

‘ They were breaking the law.’ 

Some, who had never before had any acquaint- 
ance with convent life, were obviously startled. 
Their shock found expression in such phrases as, 
‘ Morbid kind of place ’. But I do not think they 
really meant this. What they were feeling was a 
sense of personal guilt. They were prying into 
things with which their own lives had no contact. 
They came out into the street in subdued little 
parties. 

I do not know what impression the Government 
seeks to give in the Hidden Convent ; the guile 
of the religious, the zeal of the detectives, the use- 
lessness of a devotional life ? I suppose all these 
things. I am sure nothing could serve their pur- 
poses worse. There are plenty of empty monas- 
teries and convents in the country, now mere 
architectural monuments with no keener spiritual 
associations than the ruins of Fountains or Glaston- 
bury ; but everything is so recent at Puebla. It 
is not merely that the sightseer can picture for 
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himself the scene of a few years back when the 
police suddenly burst into the silence and bundled 
the old women into the streets which they had not 
seen for half a lifetime ; it is that he feels that in 
his own trespass the outrage is being daily re- 
enacted. 

There is a repugnance for many people about 
the idea of monastic life. No one suggests that 
it is a suitable life for any except a particular 
and relatively rare religious type ; for certain 
people however it offers the highest happiness and 
development. To deny these people the right to 
live in the manner they require is a denial of 
religious liberty. 

The churches, as has already been mentioned, 
are the property of the state ; in some districts 
they have been demolished ; in others locked ; 
in the most favoured localities a proportion of 
them have been returned on sufferance to the 
people for the use of their priests ; the furniture 
and decorations, such as have survived, are the 
property of the state ; even in the Cathedral of 
Mexico City the vestments have been removed to 
a neighbouring museum. Innocent tourists believe 
it to be a kind of sacristy. While I was seeing them 
a lady asked, ‘ Do the priests often wear those 
things ? ’ 

‘ No, madam,’ the guide replied with a certain 
grim humour, ‘ not often.’ 

‘ I should think not. They are far too valuable.’ 

* Yes, far too valuable.’ 

Pictures and statues are still constantly being 
removed from churches, ostensibly to be put in 
museums. 

Religious processions or the wearing of clerical 
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dress outside the church walls has long been for- 
bidden. Some thirty years ago the Scottish colony 
of the city held a banquet on St. Andrew’s Night. 
They had a piper ; many of them wore the kilt ; 
at the end of the evening they decided to walk 
home in a body. The police did not like the music 
or the bare knees. They were run in for causing 
a disturbance, and innocently pleaded that it was 
St. Andrew’s Night. The fine was promptly 
doubled ; they had taken part in a religious 
procession. 

Outside the church walls no association of a 
religious character is allowed ; this is interpreted 
in the most oppressive way to proscribe any sort 
of social gathering of Catholics ; not only are the 
bazaars and sewing parties and recreation clubs 
that make a part of normal parochial life, illegal ; 
a man’s house may be confiscated if he holds family 
prayers with his own household. 

The government is still active in trying to efface 
its Christian past in changing the names of streets, 
cities and natural features, that have Christian 
associations ; pages could be filled with examples 
of the minor discomforts and humiliations to which 
practising Catholics are put in every branch of the 
regime. The most vital question, next to the 
existence of the priesthood, is education. 

As has been mentioned above, the department 
of education is in openly communist hands and the 
teaching it prescribes not only omits religious 
instruction but makes anti-religious instruction a 
prominent part. No kind of alternative school is 
allowed and parents are obliged to send their 
children to be taught doctrines which they 
abominate. The only place where religious instruc- 
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tion is allowed is in the churches and it is necessary 
for the catechists to coax the children there during 
their playtime. It is one of the duties of the govern- 
ment schoolmaster to watch these classes and when- 
ever he knows that a class is to be held, to arrange 
other activities ; he also holds up to the ridicule 
of the school those children who attend. They are 
nevertheless well attended, and it seems to many 
observers likely that if their success increases new 
repressive measures will be taken, for the degree of 
toleration now granted is on the supposition that 
religious practice was a foible of the elderly that 
would die out with them. ‘ I am tired of closing 
churches and finding them full,’ said General 
Cardenas in a public speech at Oaxaca. ‘ Now I 
am going to open the churches and educate the 
people and in ten years I shall find them empty.’ 

Will he ? 

So far I have only given an account of the situa- 
tion from the outside ; the spectacle of an armed 
minority blockading the Church and starving it to 
death ; the resistance of the people has shown 
itself only in spasmodic, spontaneous outbursts of 
indignation, and in a wistful tenacity which, unsup- 
ported, must in its nature fail. But out of sight 
the work of the Church is going on. There are 
no eucharistic congresses or mass meetings of 
Catholics in Mexico ; but there is, nevertheless, a 
religious revival in progress that is transforming the 
Mexican Church ; driven into the catacombs, the 
Church is recovering their spirit. I was allowed 
to see something of this work while I was in Mexico ; 
the workers must remain anonymous ; they meet 
in empty houses in shabby streets. They go in 
constant danger and I must write nothing that can 
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give a clue to their identity. I may, however, say 
something of the nature of their work. In per- 
sonnel they are mainly laymen and women of 
modest means and good education and they are 
organized under the Bishops to carry out purely 
spiritual work. There are no pistoleros among 
them ; no talk of political disturbance ; they seek 
to train and maintain teachers, within and outside 
the government service, to counteract the official 
atheism ; they facilitate the movement and con- 
cealment of the priesthood in the proscribed areas ; 
they issue simple doctrinal and devotional pamph- 
lets ; they organize study groups where men and 
girls of undergraduate age can discuss religious 
questions and examine the official doctrines with 
which they are stuffed in their classes. They have 
taken as the basis of their discussions the encyclicals 
of the late Pope, those relating to the particular 
problems of Mexico and the ‘ Quadragesimo Anno ’, 
which owing to local difficulties was never, I 
believe, fully promulgated in Mexico . 1 It was 
this pronouncement which defined the Catholic 
meaning of ‘ social justice ’, and offered an alterna- 
tive solution to the Marxian class-war for the 
problems of our industrialized world. There is 
nothing reactionary, in the common use of the 
word, about the aspirations of this lay organiza- 
tion in Mexico, nothing that will fit into the 
idiotic dichotomy of Left and Right. Nor is 
there anything specifically national. They believe 
that the remedies they advocate are universal, 
but that their need is manifestly acute in their own 

1 Neither conservative nor socialist party was particularly anxious for 
the people to know how much Catholic doctrine has been borrowed by the 
Socialists. Mr. Graham Greene in Lawless Roads mentions a Bishop of San 
Luis Potosi who kept the encyclical De Rerum Novarum stacked in his cellar. 
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country. For in Mexico nationality, colour and 
race are so confused, the divisions of class so arti- 
ficially emphasized and embittered and the whole 
principle of government so disordered that only 
some extra-national force can bring relief. Such 
unity as the country ever enjoyed was the gift 
of the Church ; it was the Church who saved the 
Indians from slavery and established their funda- 
mental equality and identity with their conquerors. 
It is popular to believe that after the first genera- 
tion the Church neglected her mission ; so far as 
that was ever true, she has paid for it and is starting 
her work again on her old, true principles. The 
problem of rebuilding the Mexican nation is the 
difficulty of finding any common principle on which 
to work. Identity of economic interests is a weak 
enough bond even in a more or less homogeneous 
country ; in Mexico the divisions of the urban, 
unionized labourer and the peasant are unbridge- 
able in economic terms. Every class and individual 
is obsessed by grievances, real or imagined. Only 
the broadest possible identity provides a common 
interest ; the identity, in fact, which the theologians 
defined at the time of the conquest ; the identity 
of a common human nature and individual souls. 
Even in the times when the divisions of caste were 
most meticulously observed, the Church was a 
reminder of this equality ; tiny, significant inci- 
dents recur in her history ; to build the shrine of 
the Pocito ladies of fashion worked with the common 
labourers ; in 1849 Pavil Robertson, 1 a rigid 
protestant, was particularly struck by the freedom 
with which classes and races mixed in the Easter 
festivities ; the priesthood was recruited from 

1 A Visit to Mexico . 1853 . 
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Spanish and Indian alike ; the hacendado would 
confess and take the last sacraments from the son 
of one of his peons ; it was from this fundamental 
identity that a healthy state might have evolved. 
That it did not do so is indisputable ; so is the 
fact that those who, in a hundred years, have 
brought the country to her present pitiable state, 
were, without exception, enemies of her religion. 
The lay organizations believe that it is only 
through the Church that Mexico can recover 
health and unity. But they do not think this can 
be done merely by re-establishing the hierarchy 
and restoring the churches. They do not want a 
Catholic government of the kind of the Emperor 
Maximilian, who posed as a Christian prince, 
while personally breaking the church’s laws and 
doubting her teaching. They have not, in fact, 
any particular views on the kind of government 
they want, believing that a good people will 
evolve its own political organization. They are at 
an earlier stage than that of preparing political 
programmes ; they seek to restore the people to 
a state of faith without which no political pro- 
gramme has any value. 

It is a huge and simple ambition in comparison 
with the slick new world proclaimed by their 
enemies, but they are setting about it methodically 
and devotedly. One could spend all one’s time 
in Mexico among Mexicans and know nothing 
about it. But it is there and the men and women I 
met who were engaged upon it were the only 
genuinely happy and hopeful people I met in 
Mexico. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
INDEPENDENCE 



i 

S EPTEMBER 16th is Independence Day in 
Mexico. On that day 1810, Hidalgo, an 
elderly priest who had for some time attracted 
the suspicions of the authorities by his neglect of 
his clerical duties and by his political interests, fore- 
stalled arrest by proclaiming to his parishioners at 
Dolores a * new dispensation ’ and summoning the 
Indians to recover from ‘ the hated Spaniards ’ 
their stolen lands. His proclamation is called the 
Grito, or shout, of Dolores. There is evidence that 
Hidalgo had few religious convictions, but he used 
his position as priest to give the revolt the air of a 
crusade. The Madonna of Guadalupe was used as 
his standard. He became temporarily master of 
his district, opened the gaols, and soon found 
himself at the head of a disorderly army of 80,000, 
armed with agricultural implements, who overran 
the countryside looting and murdering. At Guanta- 
juato, in two massacres, they killed about 500. 
The Indians had brought their women with them 
to carry the loot, but as they deserted others took 
their places. They overcame one body of troops 
and advanced on Guadalajara with 100,000 men 
and 95 pieces of artillery. At the Bridge of Calderon 
they met 6000 trained soldiers and were routed. 
Hidalgo was caught while attempting to escape 
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towards the United States and executed, leaving 
behind him a written statement of his repentance. 
His rebellion lasted less than a year. It is not an 
incident which many nations would look back to 
with particular pride ; it has nevertheless cap- 
tivated the Mexican imagination ; its anniversary is 
a public holiday and, on its eve, it has become the 
practice for the President of the Republic to appear 
on a balcony of the Palace and repeat Hidalgo’s 
Grito. 

We were fortunate enough to obtain tickets of 
admission to the ceremony. Most of the dip- 
lomatic corps were there, the leading officials civil 
and military, and a large assembly representative 
of all degrees of Mexicans. Our sponsor, a member 
of the former governing class, suffered a little from 
social embarrassment which was shared by the 
acquaintances he met. “ Why, what are you 
doing here ? ” “ My English friends wished to 

see it. But what are you doing ? ” Each made some 
excuse or other. 

The whole range of state apartments that give 
on the Cathedral square were open and crowded. 
People were shoving one another round the windows 
trying to get a place as near as possible to the 
Presidential balcony. The square was full of 
people, but from the palace one could see very 
little, for we were blinded by the floodlights that 
played full on us. Fireworks went off spasmodically 
in the darkness, rockets, squibs and now and then a 
set-piece ; a large portrait in coloured fire revolved 
and was consumed. Mickey Mouse flamed up. 
There was more or less continual cheering, which 
grew louder when the President appeared — and 
drowned his utterance of the Grito. Then he came 
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back into the room and it was over. I reflected 
on the divorce that flood-lighting makes between 
public men and their audience ; we think of them 
gazing down on a mass of eager faces ; all they see 
is a blaze of electric light and a microphone ; they 
might be speaking to the sea from the promenade 
deck of a liner. 

For the first time I saw the President at close 
quarters ; he is certainly a supremely national 
figure, squat and sturdy and clumsy, with a high 
narrow head and that peculiar mirthlessness that 
characterizes the Mexican Indian. People were 
crowding round him now shaking hands ; he was 
embracing the men with the awkward, national 
hug ; they were all about his height and weight 
and build ; he seemed to be embracing a succes- 
sion of relatives at a rather gloomy family gathering. 

There had been a presentation of some sort ; a 
relic of one of the revolutionary heroes, the hand- 
kerchief, I think, which bound the eyes of Morelos 
when he was executed. It was in a frame and the 
photographers were trying to get a picture of him 
and it together. It is not easy to make a satisfactory 
picture of a little man with a heavy frame, par- 
ticularly when he is surrounded with people trying 
to embrace him ; at last they got him isolated 
for a moment, held the relic like a halo behind his 
head and flashed their lights at him as he stood, 
stolid and sombre, but not at all ridiculous because 
he was not attempting to strike any attitude. He 
just stood ; and then went on with the rough, 
loveless embraces. 

It is obviously impertinent to try to judge a 
man’s character from a glimpse of this kind, but 
I had been talking about him, off and on, to all 
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kinds of people, for weeks, and the impressions I 
had formed became concrete that evening. There 
was nothing of the charlatan or the doctrinaire 
about General Cardenas. Calles is said to have 
remarked, as he went into exile, ‘ I never counted 
on his vanity ’, but he does not seem to be a vain 
man in any ordinary sense of the word. People 
speak of him, and he speaks of himself, as a socialist, 
but I do not think he is interested in ideas. He is an 
excellent tactician ; he knows his terrain and he 
never leaves it ; he knows how to become powerful 
in Mexico. He came into authority in a country 
that had been reduced to anarchy and acute 
distress by a generation of revolutions. He knew 
that the avowed aims of the revolutionaries — the 
policy of the Party — had never been put into 
practice. He had been brought up with this 
policy on every lip as the only one which anyone 
cared to admit to. Accordingly he set out to 
consummate it. He has encountered difficulties 
he never foresaw. It sounded so simple ; the 
capitalists and foreigners are rich ; the peons are 
poor ; take the possessions of the capitalists and 
foreigners and distribute them ; then everyone 
will be happy ; if the results are disappointing it 
is because not enough has been distributed ; take 
some more ; then more still until no one is hungry. 
It is a policy naturally intelligible to a general 
accustomed to the exigencies of commissariat ; 
let the army live on the country. Much cleverer 
and more knowledgeable people than himself, 
men like Lombardo Toledano, have told him that 
this is the way to repair the ravages of his pre- 
decessors. 

A question that is often asked with particular 
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reference to oil confiscations but with general 
application, is how can the President save his face 
if he finds a reversal of policy necessary? The 
answer, I think, is that face-saving is not a problem 
of Mexican politics ; the question, there, is to keep 
in power. Mexicans do not expect much of their 
leaders ; they have been disappointed and betrayed 
too many times. The leader is not answerable to 
an informed, critical and effective public opinion ; 
his position depends on maintaining support from 
a balance of forces — mainly the army and the 
trades unions. There are no hallowed constitu- 
tional uses that he need fear to outrage ; there is 
effective rule and anarchy, and the dual altruistic 
aim of government in seeing that the people do 
not starve and that the nation remains independent. 
The change from the system in force in Mexico to 
that of Germany is a matter of symbols and of 
discipline. The people have adopted the clenched 
fist and the hammer and sickle as Hidalgo’s mob 
adopted the Guadalupe ; they have fallen into 
the habit of regarding the failure of a big industry 
as a victory in the class war. If these victories, 
fought under communist symbols, are found to be 
barren of benefits they can effortlessly proclaim 
a new allegiance ; a few executions perhaps would 
be needed ; then the people would go back to 
work as Nazi socialists and the nation would adopt 
new protectors. Democracy, for them, has meant 
wealthy foreigners getting richer with their help. 
Atrocity stories do not shock them ; they are the 
commonplaces of their own political history. There 
is a heresy in the Nazi party that is condemned — 
but rather leniently punished — under the title of 
National Bolshevism ; a combination of the race- 
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myth with the destruction of private property that 
seems peculiarly apt for importation into Mexico. 
And the trade routes for its importation are already 
established. 



2 

Independence is perhaps the one national 
achievement that has not lost its glamour for the 
Mexicans. It has been accompanied by countless 
disadvantages, many of which have been noted in 
earlier chapters of this book — the loss of more than 
half the national territory, the disappearance of 
learning, the ascendancy of unworthy rulers, a 
decay in prosperity which has borne most hardly 
upon the poorest, the waste of whole provinces. 
Perhaps it is unjust to attribute these entirely to 
independence. Mexico has certainly proved quite 
unamenable to representative government ; on 
the other hand Spain itself, in a less degree, was 
suffering from similar disasters and experiments ; 
nineteenth and early twentieth century Spain was 
in no condition to govern a distant empire ; the 
disability was increased by the loss of the empire ; 
it has been a vicious circle in which both peoples 
have suffered. 

It was a natural reflection, on Independence 
Day, to wonder what precisely Mexico was cele- 
brating. There has not been a period in her century 
of Independence when her rulers have not been 
subject to effective foreign pressure ; at times, as 
under Maximilian, she has been occupied by 
foreign troops. At decisive moments in her history, 
as when Miramon was forced to raise the siege of 
Vera Cruz, the United States have intervened in 
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favour of a government they hoped would be 
sympathetic. In the days of Diaz the country 
enjoyed the kind of international status which 
comes from the domination of big business. The 
last ten years, perhaps, have been the time of 
greatest freedom and they have been years of 
almost unrelieved failure. But the Mexicans do 
mean something by Independence which, I think, 
works out to mean recognizable identity. A 
foreigner, wherever he comes from, knows the 
moment he crosses the frontier that he is a foreigner. 
The place has its own aspect ; the people their 
own habits ; it is easy to say that these things might 
survive political absorption ; the observable fact 
is that they do not ; they vanish inexplicably and 
have to be kept alive by folk societies and tourist 
agencies. Mexicans cherish their usages and even 
those who find the regime antagonistic are reluctant 
to emigrate. They see what, through annexation, 
has become of California and obstinately prefer 
their own comparative disorder and desolation. 
On the other hand it seems to be the trend of 
industrial history that small units cannot survive. 
Fifty years ago it was reasonable to think that a 
system of universal free exchange in currencies 
and commodities would result in a civilization in 
which political divisions would be mainly senti- 
mental ; here a king, there a republic ; nationalities 
would become matters of dialect and costume ; 
a universal banking system would provide a 
lingua franca. Marx accepted this contemporary 
assumption in one set of terms ; the idea of the 
League of Nations is another. At the same time 
it was pointed out that man’s loyalties did not 
embrace large systems ; Scotsmen were patriotic 
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about Scotland, not about the British Empire. 
There was a Scottish national movement and a 
Welsh national movement, to match the Irish ; 
attempts were even made to revive Cornish as a 
nationality. The less important political frontiers 
became, the greater was the attraction of a dis- 
integrating loyalty of each district to the traditions 
in which it had its origin. Separatism of small 
nationalities depended on the separation being 
sentimental. A reasonable man of the last genera- 
tion might well have welcomed and expected the 
indefinite multiplication of sovereign states in a 
single, universal financial structure and a machinery 
for international litigation and conciliation. 

In the last ten years, however, the process has 
changed. Political frontiers have become more 
important than at any time in history, rival financial 
structures have developed and ruthless mergers have 
consequently extinguished the small political units. 
Central Europe had broken up ; it is now riveted 
together ; Spain began to break, Catalans and 
Basques have been forced into national unity. More 
remarkable still, as a symptom of this process a new 
sentimentality has arisen which infects the younger 
generations of every race and is unintelligible to 
most men over thirty — crowd-patriotism. Hitherto 
the instinctive reaction of a self-respecting man to a 
crowd has been one of revulsion. In a mob people 
will applaud oratory and themselves shout words 
which individually each one of them would regard 
as ridiculous ; worse than that they will commit 
atrocities from which they will recoil in horror 
next morning. Of all forms of intoxication that 
which comes from participation in mob enthu- 
siasm is the one which should bring the bitterest 
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aftermath of shame. It was one of the great argu- 
ments in favour of wider dissemination of general 
knowledge — that the nineteenth century liberals 
called education — that it would produce a race of 
individual thinkers who would be proof against 
demagogy and hysteria. By all reasonable expec- 
tation the discovery of wireless telegraphy should 
have contributed to this new individualism ; a 
man could listen to his political leaders at his own 
fireside, uninfected by the emotions of his neigh- 
bours ; he had ample time to examine the argu- 
ments before acting on them. Ten years ago, or 
less, this would have seemed a sound assumption. 
Events, however, have proved the reverse. As 
traditional sources of intoxication have fallen into 
increasing disrepute, mass hysteria has grown. 
People find a masochistic relish in being jostled 
and stifled in a crowd and in surrendering their 
individual judgments. Instead of diversity of 
opinion, they prefer rival orthodoxies. ‘ How does 
so-and-so stand, Left or Right ? ’ ‘ Well, it’s hard 

to say exactly.’ ‘ Ah, sitting on the fence. No 
contemporary significance.’ They love a crisis 
because a sense of universal danger, real or 
imagined, draws them closer to the mob. In a 
world where such influences are dominant, what 
chance does a country like Mexico have of retaining 
its independence ? 

It is not a purely American problem. The out- 
come of the Spanish war is vital to it. It may effect 
it directly in more than one way. First, there is 
the possibility of a large influx of population from 
the defeated side, who at the time of writing are 
corralled in France and towards whom cordial if 
somewhat noncommittal sentiments have been 
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expressed. From the beginning of the Spanish 
war the Mexican governing party expressed the 
belief that the Spanish republicans were fighting 
the battle which they themselves had already won. 
Their contributions to the Republican side were 
not extensive ; they sent some obsolete armaments 
which were sunk in transit and they received a 
number of unhappy Basque children — whom one 
General advised shooting — who are now interned 
in the State of Morelos in circumstances which are 
said to be rather similar to those of the legionaries 
now in France. There were some Mexicans on 
both sides in the Spanish war, more I believe, on 
Franco’s than the republic’s. The responsibility of 
finding a refuge for the republican army is one which 
all parties are trying to impose upon one another. 
When those who fought for local — Catalan 
or Basque — patriotism, those who were prepared 
to compromise on their economic doctrines and 
those who merely found themselves geographically 
in republican territory and were recruited for that 
side, have been eliminated, there will remain 
great numbers of stateless men — Italian and central 
European communists, intransigent Spanish 
communists and anarchists and the thousands of 
criminals who, at the outbreak of the revolution, 
were liberated from prison and armed — for whom 
a home must be found. It appears that some- 
thing like 50,000 men will come into this 
category. An attempt will certainly be made by 
the other nations to settle them in Mexico and 
it is difficult to see on what grounds the present 
government can refuse to take them. Their 
arrival could only mean a vast increase of the 
anarchical element which might drive the army 
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into revolt. A successful military usurpation would 
almost certainly be followed by the adherence of 
Mexico to the German trade group that is being 
busily built up in Latin America. This is far from 
being an imaginary danger ; it has been little 
exposed in England except in the socialist press, 
but it is a development which is causing genuine 
alarm in Washington. It is to counter this danger, 
not to preserve European frontiers, that the U.S. 
armaments programme is directed. There are 
already large colonies of Germans in various parts 
of South America, in particular on the Brazil- 
Argentine border ; German and Italian business 
firms — which under the Nazi system mean the 
State — control important industries all over the 
continent ; the air lines are predominantly German, 
with control of the landing grounds ; the steel 
industry in Chile and the port of Malbrego in Peru 
are largely German. Italians are training the 
Bolivian army and the Lima police force ; in the 
South of Peru, in the Chichama valley, Japanese 
troops protect extensive Japanese sugar properties. 
British and American interests are still predominant 
but every German settled constitutes a Nazi unit 
under the direction of party headquarters ; there 
is a wireless service and a chain of newspapers 
controlled by Germany and devoted to Nazi 
propaganda ; in certain Brazilian districts the 
government is virtually in the hands of the German 
Nazi leader. The competition everywhere is of a 
totally different order from that of rival British and 
American firms. At present German penetration 
in Mexico is mainly confined to the Guatemala 
border where German planters have imported 
large quantities of arms and maintain a private 
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defence force. A movement to confiscate these 
properties might be an international event of the 
gravest consequences. Nazi negotiations to secure 
the expropriated oil fields are open and, at the time 
of writing, still liable to success. It is far from 
fantastic to believe that in the event of political 
conditions in Mexico being propitious, Germany is 
prepared to intervene with vast, ready-made plans 
for taking control. It must be observed in this 
connection that the United States Government 
will no longer be embarrassed by their radical 
supporters from taking action. 



3 

There is another way in which the outcome of 
the Spanish war may affect Mexico ; the re- 
emergence of Spain as a power with imperial 
memories. People are now prophesying the dis- 
appearance of Spain from international politics ; 
she has, it is thought, internal problems of 
reorganization which will keep her employed for a 
generation, problems for whose solution she will 
need the help, and consequently the influence, of 
the individualistic states. She is seen now with her 
country laid waste and her people divided ; her 
weakness is assured. 

But Germany has shown, as revolutionary France 
showed before, that reconstruction can be accom- 
panied by expansion ; that there is no better way of 
solving the problem of a divided people than in 
uniting them in a series of dangerous national 
experiments. In 1920 it would have seemed 
ridiculous to foretell that in fifteen years Italy was 
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going to defy England and France on an African- 
Mediterranean issue and do so successfully. War 
does not always generate war-weariness ; it 
generates, also, a taste for fighting ; victory 
generates victory ; there is a centrifugal force which 
renders further expansion necessary to protect the 
gains already won. This is not necessarily so, but 
it is often so in history. 

Franco’s soldiers have fought under the inspira- 
tion of their past ; they saw their country dis- 
integrating, as their colonies had done, into a group 
of republics run by men whose policies were 
derived from abroad and were antagonistic to 
national tradition. They fought to prevent Spain 
becoming like Central America. But to re-establish 
Spain and make it a single people is, to many 
Spaniards, only the beginning not the end of a 
national renaissance. 

In 1934 Ramiro de Maeztu published a work 
called Defensa de la Hispanidad — ' the Defence of 
Spanishness ’, the Essence of Spain ; it was written 
in the darkest days of the Republic and it expressed 
defiance of the alien ideas that were permeating 
the government. It embodies the aspirations of the 
Phalangist Party. A third edition was issued last 
year in Valladolid. It has added to it, in this 
edition, a map of the empire of Philip II. The 
significance of this, and its obvious affinity with the 
marble maps of the Roman Empire which Mus- 
solini has erected in Rome, need no comment. If 
those maps in Rome have proved an inspiration to 
the Italian people, relating as they do to a period 
two thousand years earlier, to the achievements of 
a people who bore different names, professed a 
different religion, spoke a rather different tongue 
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and were genealogically of rather uncertain con- 
nection with the present occupants of the city, 
how much more must the dominions of Philip 
mean to the Spaniard, conquered by the men whose 
direct descendants are fighting by their side and 
bearing the titles they won in battles less than four 
centuries ago ; men who are as real and present to 
them as Shakespeare and Sir Philip Sidney and 
Elizabeth are to the modern Englishman, who 
spoke the same language and worshipped the same 
God in precisely the same forms as they do today. 

Hispanidad has been caught up outside Spain in 
South and Central America, where for a hundred 
years ‘ Spanishness ’ has been subjected to insult 
and persecution. It is being taken up as the anti- 
thesis not only of communist rule but in the words 
of Cardinal Goma against ‘ Monroeism, Statism, 
Protestantism, Socialism and simple mercan- 
tilism ’. Hispanidad is in the heart of every South 
American who has been treated as a dago. Italians 
grew impatient of being treated as picturesque and 
indolent guitar players, and are now reviled as 
swash-bucklers. Spanish-Americans have the still 
less amiable reputation of gigolos. Perhaps they 
will surprise the world. They are the heirs of those 
little companies who sank their transports and set 
out in steel cuirasses through tropical jungle, into 
lands not even known in legend, to conquer an 
empire. Much can be said against the Conquista- 
dores for their cruelty and avarice, nothing against 
their courage and resource. Hispanidad represents 
the view that the Spaniards having driven the 
Moors out of Europe and having discovered and 
captured the new world, were betrayed by poli- 
ticians and driven into temporary obscurity from 
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which it is their birthright and destiny to arise. 
It will be seen that it has close affinities with the 
German race-myth. At present, since its opponents 
have been, in the main, atheists it has been strongly 
Christian in sentiment, but Christianity and the 
race-myth cannot long work together. 

Until a year or two ago the feeling of Hispanidad 
was dormant in most Spanish-Mexicans because 
economic security pre-disposed them to acquiesce 
in their humbled position. Race-myth can only 
flourish under a sense of persecution ; now that 
they have been dispossessed the emotion has a 
new face. 

This sentiment is there, and growing. I heard it, 
in one form or another, from many Spanish- 
Mexicans. When, however, one comes to translate 
it into real politics the difficulties are enormous. 
There are only a few thousand native whites in 
Mexico ; perhaps they will shortly be swamped by 
an immigration of communists from Spain ; in 
any case what can the whites do ? Their move- 
ment, if it took the form of a caste restoration, could 
not hope for success. But supposing, which is not 
inconceivable in the light of the past decade, that 
Spain emerges once more as a world power and 
supposing she declares the whites in South America 
as her special concern, and supposing, as is already 
to some extent the case, that the Germans seek to 
overturn the Monroe scheme of American balance 
... It is all in the air, and conjectural, but these 
possibilities should be borne in mind as pos- 
sibilities. 

Another doubt occurs ; a mere pencilled query 
in the margin of current history. Was the Plumed 
Serpent as fantastic as it appeared when we first 
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read it ? The Nazis have been able to stimulate 
a cult of pre-Christian deities ; suppose there were 
a similar revival, of the kind Lawrence predicted, 
among the mestizos and the Indians. They are a 
devotional and superstitious people. When people 
of their kind are deprived for long of their priest- 
hood and their sacraments, all manner of curious 
beliefs and practices spring up. Mr. Graham 
Greene reports a peculiar oracle in a tea caddy 
that is widely revered in the Godless State of 
Chiapas. The Mexicans cannot long get on with- 
out an object of worship. Suppose that Hispanidad 
beyond the Atlantic takes on a savage aspect, as 
European exports often do, there might be an 
anti-toxin of genuine paganism thrown out in the 
deceased body. 

This again is purely conjectural. The fascina- 
tion of Mexico lies in the stimulus it gives to the 
imagination. Anything may happen there ; 
almost everything has happened there ; it has 
seen every extreme of human nature, good, bad 
and ridiculous. It has, in a way, the position 
towards Europe that Africa had to the Romans ; 
a source of novelty . . . ‘ always something new 
out of Africa ’ . . . but also a distorting mirror 
in which objects are reflected in perverse and 
threatening forms. The Romans sent their great 
men to Africa ; they went to seed and became 
despots and voluptuaries ; they sent their ideas 
and the Africans turned them into enigmas and 
paradoxes ; the precise statements of Roman law 
and faith became equivocal in the African mirage ; 
and when the barbarians came, Africa was the 
first to go ; her canals silted up, her buildings fell, 
the sand swept in from the desert over her fields. 
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THE OBJECT AND THE LESSON 

i 

W E are justly suspicious of people who see 
the world in terms of the single problem 
in which they have a personal interest and 
specialized knowledge. We saw too many of them 
in the post-Versailles period, people who espoused 
the cause of neglected minorities or became obsessed 
by cartographical slips. Their foibles seemed 
innocent enough, but the result of them has been a 
series of incongruous alliances which has aggravated 
every political situation. Thus Catholic anti- 
semites in France have found themselves defying 
the Pope and pleading the cause of Semitic Arabs 
against Christian rule, liberal Parliamentarians 
found themselves identifying the autocratic- 
imperialist rule of the Amharas with the cause of 
Democracy, champions of Basque nationalism were 
allied with international communism. Such are 
the confusions that arise through a piecemeal 
view of politics. At the beginning of this book 
I suggested that the present condition of 
Mexico had a world wide significance. In sub- 
sequent chapters I have tried to sketch the condi- 
tions. So what ? Why should any ordinary 
American, still less a European, be interested ? 

First there is Mexico’s geographical position, 
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lying across the continent of North America 
separating the United States from the Panama 
Canal and sharing with her an immense, arbi- 
trarily defined frontier which has been the scene, 
on both sides of it, of a long succession of bloody 
outrages. Internal disorder in Mexico has always 
constituted, and will always constitute, a lively 
physical danger to the United States citizens 
living near the border. Hundreds of men are still 
living who followed Villa in his raids into the 
United States. 

Secondly there is her financial position. She 
bears debts of the New and Old world which she 
will never be able to pay. She is feverishly aug- 
menting them by confiscations. She has great 
mineral wealth, notably in petroleum, for which 
the world has a use and which it will use one way 
or another. 

Thirdly there is her political condition. For a 
generation there has been anarchy which has made 
it clear to herself and to outside observers that she 
has not the aptitude for the particular kind of 
individualist representative government which, it 
was assumed, would afford an eventual solution to 
her troubles. To President Wilson her only problem 
was to elect good men ; at his time there seemed 
only two kinds of government, one of which was 
discredited in 1918 ; there was democracy, as it 
was understood in France, England and the United 
States — government by rich men competing against 
one another for popular favour — and hereditary' 
monarchy. Since then two forms of proletarian 
rule have appeared, Nazism and Communism. 
Mexico is at present enjoying an uneasy com- 
promise between the two. Her adoption of either, 

274 



POSTSCRIPT 

or the outbreak of a civil war between them, would 
be an acute embarrassment to the United States. 

Nor does the danger remain local. The Monroe 
doctrine is being challenged by Germany all over 
South America. Its peaceful acceptance in the 
first place by Europe was due to two main con- 
siderations. Communications across the Atlantic 
made a campaign there intolerably expensive and 
precarious, and, at the end of the last century, 
Europe was too busy parcelling up Africa to think 
about South and Central America. Since then an 
American army has fought in France. South 
America has become accessible as a battle-ground 
while at every point the German-Japanese alliance 
threatens vital American interests. An anti- 
Cardenas coup, which his policy increasingly pro- 
vokes, might well result in Mexico joining the 
anti-Comintern Pact. She is exactly the kind of 
country where Nazi methods of government and 
industrial organization might be expected to bring 
substantial results. Germany and Japan know 
this ; so do the United States ; so do a few 
Mexicans. 

It is in small countries, not in large ones, that 
world wars start ; particularly in heterogeneous 
states like Mexico. 

But, the reader may object, when there are so 
many causes for alarm, everywhere, what is the 
good of multiplying them with purely hypothetical 
dangers ? Because the ordinary news services of 
paper and wireless bulletins have not the time to 
keep the public informed of anything beyond day 
to day news. When a crisis is announced we 
hastily turn to our atlases and look out the new 
danger spot. We feel that these sudden explosions 

275 



T 2 



ROBBERY UNDER LAW 

of international enmity, first in one part of the 
world, then another, are as wantonly strewn about 
the map as the bombs of the I.R.A. We have not 
the time to watch them as historical events in a 
series of cause and effect. If we have not heard 
of the problem before, we see it as unimportant ; 
the result of some purely irresponsible and malicious 
agency. The truth is that, at this moment, when 
the papers are full of other things, Mexico is as 
dangerous to us as any part of the world. 



2 

And secondly, there is the simple cautionary 
tale of the origin and consequences of Mexico’s 
decadence. Every state has something to learn 
from that. We were most of us brought up on the 
historical theory of recurrent waves of civilization 
which lasted a few centuries, built massive cities and 
tombs and were literally buried in the sands ; an 
ebbing and flowing tide, city-desert, city-desert, to 
which, presumably, our own culture would one day 
be subject, but at a date so distant that it need no 
more be considered in practical calculation than the 
Last Judgment. We were educated in the assump- 
tion that things would not only remain satisfactory 
without our effort but would with the very minimum 
of exertion on our part become unrecognizably 
better. The elimination of physical pain and 
privation was assumed not only by buoyant 
characters like Mr. H. G. Wells but by Mr. Aldous 
Huxley, who limited his apprehensions to pointing 
out that a life without pain and privation might 
be compensatingly dreary. Even at the time of 
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writing when tempers are gloomier, the air is one 
of nervous vexation that progress should be checked 
by malicious intervention ; progress is still regarded 
as normal, decay as abnormal. The history of 
Mexico runs clean against these assumptions. We 
see in it the story of a people whom no great 
external disaster has overwhelmed. Things have 
gone wrong with them, as they went right with us, 
as though by a natural process. There is no 
distress of theirs to which we might not be equally 
subject. 

Some try to comfort themselves by supposing 
that the difference of races put Mexico at an 
initial disadvantage, but, in fact, it is difficult to 
find any stage at which this was decisive. The 
white Spaniards interbred freely with the Indians 
and the prestige and advantages attaching to white 
blood were little, if at all, more than those attaching 
to noble and gentle blood in contemporary Europe. 
As purely heraldic standards of eminence began to 
decline in Europe, so did those of racial purity in 
Spanish America. For the last hundred years 
Mexican leaders of all opinions have been white, 
Indian and mixed without distinction. Americans 
and British who see the colour question as vital 
to Mexico are arguing in terms of their own 
country and colonies. 

Nor has there been any lack of what are generally 
spoken of as ‘ enlightened ideas ’. Almost ever)' 
unhappy figure, from Iturbide to Cardenas, who 
has appeared as a leader of the country, has spoken 
in the phrases of contemporary advanced thought. 
The country has known, in form at least, Napo- 
leonic-masonic monarchy, liberal-representative 
democracy, German-enlightened-constitutional 

277 



ROBBERY UNDER LAW 

monarchy, international-individualist-capitalism, 
socialism, dictatorship of the proletariat, and, it 
seems probable, will shortly develop a species of 
Hitlerism. There is no question of Mexico decay- 
ing, as have other civilizations, by reason of a 
rigid system that has proved itself inadequate to 
changing needs. Every marked step in her decline, 
in fact, has corresponded with an experiment 
towards * the Left ’. 

The reasons for her decline have been primarily 
moral ; the majority of her rulers have not been 
men of goodwill and their aims have been purely 
material ; if one starts by assuming that the only 
real good of which man is capable is the enjoyment 
of consumable goods — and that has been the 
assumption of the ‘ Left ’ for a hundred years 
it is a very easy step — logically an inevitable step — 
to accumulate the goods exclusively for oneself. 
Altruism does not flourish long without religion. 
The rulers of Mexico have almost all started by 
denying the primary hypothesis of just government. 

Secondly, in the political sphere, there has been 
no true conservatism in Mexico. There have been 
rival politicians appealing to the interests of rival 
groups. 

A conservative is not merely an obstructionist 
who wishes to resist the introduction of novelties ; 
nor is he, as was assumed by most nineteenth 
century parliamentarians, a brake to frivolous 
experiment. He has positive work to do, whose 
value is particularly emphasized by the plight of 
Mexico. Civilization has no force of its own 
beyond what is given it from within. It is under 
constant assault and it takes most of the energies 
of civilized man to keep going at all. There are 
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criminal ideas and a criminal class in every nation 
and the first action of every revolution, figuratively 
and literally, is to open the prisons. Barbarism is 
never finally defeated ; given propitious circum- 
stances, men and women who seem quite orderly, 
will commit every conceivable atrocity. The 
danger does not come merely from habitual 
hooligans ; we are all potential recruits for anarchy. 
Unremitting effort is needed to keep men living 
together at peace ; there is only a margin of energy 
left over for experiment however beneficent. Once 
the prisons of the mind have been opened, the orgy 
is on. There is no more agreeable position than 
that of dissident from a stable society. Theirs are all 
the solid advantages of other people’s creation and 
preservation, and all the fun of detecting hypocrisies 
and inconsistencies. There are times when dis- 
sidents are not only enviable but valuable. The 
work of preserving society is sometimes onerous, 
sometimes almost effortless. The more elaborate 
the society, the more vulnerable it is to attack, 
and the more complete its collapse in case of defeat. 
At a time like the present it is notably precarious. 
If it falls we shall see not merely the dissolution of 
a few joint-stock corporations, but of the spiritual 
and material achievements of our history. There 
is nothing, except ourselves, to stop our own 
countries becoming like Mexico. That is the moral, 
for us, of her decay. 
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